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ABSTRACT 
 “Linking Functional Skills to Educational Goals for Students with Significant 
Disabilities: A Professional Development Series” is an occupational therapist-developed 
multi-disciplinary professional development and mentorship series that helps special 
educators link educational standards to functional life skills to support improved post-
school outcomes.  The evidence-based and theoretically-grounded professional 
development series addresses the need for ongoing professional development for 
educators working with students with significant disabilities and in so doing also attempts 
to improve the long-standing poor post-school outcomes of this student population.  A 
review of the literature indicated that overall, post-school outcomes continue to be poor 
for students with significant disabilities as they remain dependent upon their caregivers 
for daily living activities and are consistently under-employed, if employed at all.  
Content of the program will help educational staff integrate functional life skills into 
academic curriculum thereby supporting functional as well as academic outcomes using 
Alwell and Cobb’s (2009) five domains of life skills.  Structure of the program will entail 
collaborative sessions using matrices that guide goal and curriculum development based 
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on assessment protocols.  Monthly job-embedded coaching and mentorship opportunities 
will align with recommendations in the literature.  Local and national grant opportunities 
will fund the project and dissemination of program results will occur via local, state, and 
national conference opportunities.  Such an occupation- and performance-based 
curriculum serves to develop young adults whose education truly results in participating 
and active members of their community, with decreased caregiver burden, as well as 
increased student self-concept and established and continuously emerging identities and 
roles.   
		 x 
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CHAPTER ONE – Introduction 
Case Example of Working with Students with Significant Disabilities  
Over the course of the 2017–2018 school year a mother who has two children 
with autism was concerned about her son’s aggression as he had punched holes in walls 
and broken windows in the home.  This year he continues to be aggressive toward his 
mother, his grandmother, and his older sister.  He now weighs approximately 150–160 
pounds, is 10.3 years old, and in the fifth grade.  He does his bowel movements in a pull 
up, and urinates in the toilet on a schedule if not in his pull up.  He has trialed four 
different communication systems, and sign approximations are currently his best 
modality of communication.  In the past he overgeneralized “more” and “eat” and is now 
approximating “want”, “help”, “thank you”, and “drink”.  His school team is comprised 
of the special education teacher, speech and language therapist, occupational therapist, 
and school board certified behavior analyst (BCBA); his home team consists of support 
from a behavioral agency and a crisis intervention team. 
 If he is dangerously aggressing or eloping, he requires two to three adults to 
physically escort him back to safety.  He knows how to use his weight, knows how to 
target his blows on others, will bite, and pull hair; he has been so upset that he has pulled 
tufts of his own hair from his head. His mother has to gate and zip tie a barrier between 
her front seats, the middle row, and the back hatch as he always gets out of any safety 
restraint in her van.  This is to keep him, his sister, and the driver safe.  Then there are the 
other times he is extremely affectionate, giggly, and can make progress toward his IEP 
goals, albeit slow progress.  Over the years, goals have been adjusted for this student to 
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reflect the progress he can make in a year’s time.  When looking at the data from 
previous years, this student tends to progress and meet only the first of three benchmarks 
over the full course of a year.  Progress is made, but it is incremental.   
Our department serves many students whose adaptive skills are at or below the 
first percentile on standardized assessments, are non-verbal or with limited 
communication skills, have aggressive or self-injurious behavior, destroy property, elope 
from a given area or from adults, have perseverative and stereotypical behavior, or have 
significant medical or orthopedic needs.  Most have intellectual disabilities, speech and 
language impairments, health impairments, and other diagnoses that affect their ability to 
effectively participate in a variety of activities without significant support and assistance.  
While the individual student example above is an extreme one, one could argue that each 
class in our program has students who fit some aspect of his profile.  Needless to say, 
educational skills such as writing, reading, and math have to be considered from a very 
different perspective.   
Clinical Gap 
Special education spending in California reached $13 billion dollars in 2017–2018 
to serve approximately 800,000 students (Freedberg, 2019).  According to the 2019 
Legislative Analyst’s Office report on special education in California, the majority of 
students served have mild disabilities; however, the number of students with severe 
disabilities doubled over the past two decades and autism diagnoses increased twelvefold 
from 1997–1998 to 2017–2018 (Freedberg, 2019).  Students with severe disabilities are 
considered to be those students with significant cognitive disabilities, or a combination of 
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cognitive and physical disabilities (Lowrey, Drasgow, Renzaglia, & Chezan, 2007).  
They are further characterized by having impaired intellectual functioning as well as 
impaired adaptive behavior, which includes an individual’s ability to function 
independently in daily life (Lowrey et al., 2007).  Other researchers have used the term 
“profound multiple disabilities” as well as “severe intellectual disability” when 
discussing students who are significantly impacted by their disabilities (Bobzien, 2014; 
Hyer & Cooper-Duffy, 2019).  For the purposes of this paper, the term significant 
disabilities will be used throughout to represent students with the learning profile as 
described by Lowrey et al. (2007).   
The recent increase in students with severe disabilities requires educational staff 
be prepared to provide public education services that lead to the best post-school 
outcomes.  Unfortunately, the literature continues to cite poor post-school outcomes for 
students with disabilities (Acharya, Meza, & Msall, 2017; Berg, Jirikowic, Haerling, & 
MacDonald, 2017; Hoover, 2016; Southward & Kyzar, 2017; Walsh, Holloway, McCoy, 
& Lydon, 2017; Wilczenski, Cook, & Regal, 2017).   
Yun and Richardson (2013), McGreevy, Fry, and Cornwall (2014), and LaRue, 
Manente, Dashow, and Sloman (2016) advocate for functional living skills as the focus of 
a child’s educational career when they live with more moderate and severe 
impairments.  Functional living skills, or daily living skills, have been defined in the 
literature as being those skills that may include personal care such as eating, dressing, and 
hygiene practices; domestic skills such as housework, food prep, and cleaning skills;  
community skills that may include time and money management, transportation use, 
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community safety skills, and vocational skills; and recreational or leisure skills as well as 
social and behavior management skills (LaRue et al., 2016; Neely, 2016; Wertalik & 
Kubina, 2017). 
However, students with special needs also are held to high standards of learning 
like their general educational peers, with instruction as closely aligned as possible to the 
general education content standards.  This often leads special educators to the erroneous 
assumption that they have to choose whether to provide an academic-oriented curriculum 
for students, or a functional skills curriculum.  There continues to be a disconnect 
between the curriculum and functional outcomes; the ideal is to link educational goals to 
functional life skills that can be generalized in a natural environment (Bouck, 2010; 
LaRue et al., 2016; Lowrey et al., 2007).  Students who are significantly impaired by 
their disability need educational programs that prepare them to be their most independent 
selves throughout their educational careers and beyond into their post-school lives.   
Special educators continue to have difficulty integrating general education 
standards and functional learning opportunities for students with significant disabilities 
(Bobzien, 2014; Bouck & Joshi, 2015; Cooper-Duffy, Hyer, & Sisk, 2014; Lowrey et al., 
2007; Southward & Kyzar, 2017; Spooner, Root, Saunders, & Browder, 2019).  
Researchers are now advocating for integrating functional skills curriculum, which 
support improved post-school outcomes, with academic content standards that align with 
the national legislation and reinforce higher learning standards for students with 
disabilities (Bouck, 2010; Bouck & Joshi, 2015; Browder, Flowers, Ahlgrim-Delzell, 
Karvonen, Spooner, & Algozzine, 2004; Hoover, 2016; Southward & Kyzar, 2017; 
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Spooner et al., 2019).  Researchers recommend special education professionals engage in 
evidenced-based professional development training to learn how to create student 
educational programs that support post-school outcomes and educational standards 
aligned with national legislation (Desimone, 2009; Petersen, 2016; Ruppar, Roberts, & 
Olson, 2018; Sugita, 2016).   
This project is a professional development and mentorship series that helps 
special educators link educational standards to functional life skills to support improved 
post-school outcomes.  Based on the current literature on post-school outcomes of 
students with significant disabilities, the program also utilizes the social model of 
disability to frame intervention supports.  An occupation and performance-based program 
serves to develop young adults whose education truly results in participating and active 
members of their community, with established and continuously emerging identities and 
roles.  This project serves to benefit the author’s current place of employment at the Santa 
Cruz County Office of Education as well as contribute to the special education and 
occupational therapy literature.  
Impact of Clinical Gap 
 
The CDC estimates that those born in the year 2000 with intellectual disabilities 
will cost $51.2 billion over the course of their lifetimes for their care (Yun & Richardson, 
2013).  Regionally, as of April 30, 2018, the San Andreas Regional Center (SARC) 
provided services for 16,596 individuals across four counties including Santa Cruz 
County, over 500 more individuals served than the previous year (San Andreas Regional 
Center, 7.16.2018).  Locally, Santa Cruz County’s Health Services Department’s (HSD) 
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In Home Supportive Services (IHSS) program served an average of over 2600 authorized 
IHSS cases each month in our county who received approximately 102 hours of 
assistance per month, with approximately 42% of recipients being in the age range of 
under 18–59 for the 2017–2018 fiscal year (Santa Cruz County Health Services 
Department, 2017).  This increased to over 3127 seniors and dependent adults served 
over the course of the 2018–2019 fiscal year for the same percentage of recipients  
ranging from under 18–59 in age for approximately 101 hours per month of assistance 
(Santa Cruz County Health Services Department, 2019).  IHSS caregivers assist these 
young adults with some of their care needs such as housekeeping, meal prep, and 
personal care.  Unfortunately many families report difficulty finding and retaining respite 
care for their children and IHSS care for their adult children; often direct and extended 
family members become respite providers and IHSS caregivers.  While there can be 
numerous reasons for the difficulty in staffing and employee retention, one way to 
potentially address the difficulty is to instruct functional life skills during the educational 
years to increase independence (Ayers, Douglas, Lowrey, & Sievers, 2011; Berg et al., 
2017; Corkrean & Schwind, 2019; LaRue et al., 2016; Orentlicher, 2019).  This may 
alleviate the stress and potential burnout that respite and IHSS providers face while 
supporting the client in the home.   
Role of Occupational Therapy in Addressing the Clinical Gap 
Bendixen and Kreider (2011), Brown and Bourke-Taylor (2014), and Hilton, 
Goloff, Altaras, and Josman (2013) interpreted the American Occupational Therapy 
Association’s (AOTA) centennial vision to suggest that the strength of the profession is 
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to comprehensively measure function and argued for a shift from component-based to 
performance-based assessments to document the everyday changes in occupational 
performance in youth in home, school, and community environments.  Component-based 
assessments are those that address developmental outcomes such as motor skills, visual 
motor integration and visual perception skills, and sensory processing skills that are 
addressed in isolation to the ecological and holistic view of occupational performance.  In 
contrast, performance-based measures take a strengths-based and top-down approach to 
evaluating participation in occupational roles and routines in the home, community, and 
school environments (Brown & Bourke-Taylor, 2014; Frolek Clark & Rioux, 2019).  
Implementing performance-based assessments in school-based practice aligns with 
AOTA’s Vision 2025 as occupational therapy practitioners strive toward increasing 
participation across environments (AOTA, 2017).   
The support for functional skill development and participation is addressed across 
a variety of state, national, and international documents.  The California Department of 
Education (CDE) published state guidelines for occupational and physical therapy 
practitioners.  These guidelines emphasize that practitioners should “support positive 
educational outcomes” (2012, p. 3) in a public education setting with the purpose to 
prepare children to become, among other things, “functional independent citizens” (2012, 
p. 3).  Nationally, AOTA’s (2017) “Guidelines for Occupational Therapy Services in 
Early Intervention and Schools” support services addressing student function and assert 
that occupational therapy practitioners should be family-centered in their practice, 
provide evidenced-based interventions, and understand opportunities for students’ 
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function in various settings, including independent living and their social community.     
AOTA’s Occupational Therapy Practice Framework (OTPF; AOTA, 2014) 
includes in its domain such occupations as instrumental activities of daily living (IADLs) 
social participation, leisure, play, and education. Increasing participation in activities 
identified in the OTPF contributes toward youth who can engage in occupations, 
establish roles and identities, and be seen as a community member in society 
(2014).  IADLs are defined as those “activities that support daily life within the home and 
community and that often require more complex interaction than those used in ADLs” 
(OTPF; AOTA, 2014, p. s43).  Activities of daily living (ADLs) are those skills that are 
more oriented to being the fundamental skills that ensure basic survival and well-being  
(OTPF; AOTA, 2014).   
Like the Occupational Therapy Practice Framework, the International 
Classification of Function, Health, and Disability (ICF) utilizes a biosychosocial model to 
address individuals’ abilities to participate and engage in their social community (WHO, 
2002).  Occupational therapy practitioners are listed as being professionals who benefit 
aligning their practice with the WHO’s (2002) ICF framework (Brown & Bourke-Taylor, 
2014; Hilton et al., 2013).  AOTA has aligned with the ICF and much of its Practice 
Framework (AOTA, 2014) reflects this by acknowledging the individual’s disabilities 
and working with them to successfully participate in occupations and function in society 
rather than attempt to remediate their disability.   
Factors Contributing to the Problem/Clinical Gap 
 Orentlicher (2019) argues that the purpose of education is to prepare students to 
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become as independent as possible, preparing them for postsecondary education, 
employment, and independent living.  Special educators are often conflicted how to 
prioritize curriculum based on the content standards, or instruct functional skills that can 
be generalized to other contexts.  Researchers are now advocating for integrating 
functional skills with academic content standards (Bouck, 2010; Bouck & Joshi, 2015; 
Browder et al., 2004; Hoover, 2016; Southward & Kyzar, 2017; Spooner et al., 2019).  
However, special educators continue to have difficulty integrating general education 
standards and functional life skills for students with significant disabilities (Bobzien, 
2014; Bouck & Joshi, 2015; Cooper-Duffy et al., 2014; Lowrey, Drasgow, Renzaglia, & 
Chezan, 2007; Southward & Kyzar, 2017; Spooner et al., 2019).  The reasons for this 
difficulty with integration include institutional barriers that influence curriculum 
decisions as well as the adequacy of professional development training for educational 
staff.   
Institutional barriers-evolution of special education curriculum.  Special 
education services have followed different trajectories and emphases over the years, from 
a developmental model to an ecological model that aligned with a functional skills model 
as curriculum was intended to teach the skills and routines that students would need to 
participate in a variety of settings, including their school, home, and community 
(Browder et al., 2004; Hunt, McDonnell, & Crockett, 2012; Shurr & Bouck, 2013).  
Standards-based reform resulted in the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, which required 
states to establish academic standards for all students and increase accountability by 
demonstrating adequate yearly progress through state assessment systems and alternate 
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assessments for students with disabilities (Hunt et al., 2012).  Alternate assessments serve 
to demonstrate modified achievement standards and allow students with disabilities to 
respond via alternative means (Bouck, 2017; Kohl, McLaughlin, & Nagle, 2006; Lowrey 
et al., 2007). 
 With the emphasis on general education standards and the accountability process, 
much of the research has linked students’ participation in alternate assessments to post-
school outcomes, as well as curriculum type to post-school outcomes.  Browder et al. 
(2004) reported only two states demonstrated a good job aligning functional performance 
to general education curriculum, with most states’ alternate assessments at the time 
taking either a functional or academic bias.  The purpose of alternative assessments have 
been questioned, with Lowrey et al. stating “we currently lack evidence in the field of 
severe disabilities to support transferring the focus from meaningful outcomes that are 
linked to real-life contexts to an academic approach that is based on the need for 
inclusion in systemic school wide assessment, rather than what improves quality of life 
for individuals with severe disabilities” (2007, p. 248).  The special education research 
has emphasized alignment with general education content, but has yet to demonstrate that 
alignment with general education standards alone leads to improved post-school 
outcomes.   
Institutional barriers-what is “educationally relevant” in occupational 
therapy school-based practice.  The passage of the Education for All Handicapped 
Children Act in 1975 initiated the shift from a medical model of occupational therapy 
services to what is now considered “educationally relevant”, which was solidly in place 
		
11 
by the 1990 reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (Rioux & 
Chandler, 2019).  The medical model of occupational therapy services included an 
emphasis on disability rather than ability, and treatment included the use of therapy 
rooms and habilitation of component parts of the disability (Rioux & Chandler, 2019).  
School-based occupational therapy as a related service is to focus “on engagement in 
meaningful, important occupations that support access, learning, and participation in 
school” (Frolek-Clark & Ponsolle-Mays, 2019, p. 11).  However, the occupational 
therapy profession has continued to focus on developmental outcomes in pediatric and 
school-based practice rather than functional participation across environments (Hilton et 
al., 2013).  Other occupational therapy researchers have advocated for the profession to 
measure “real-life, everyday changes in occupational performance that come from 
changes in body-function and activity-based clinical measures classically used in 
occupational therapy, such as visual motor integration, motor skill, feeding, and 
handwriting” (Bendixen & Kreider, 2011, p. 357).  This transition from focusing on 
underlying performance abilities such as sensory processing, motor skills, and 
developmental progression of skills has long been challenged and advocated for in 
school-based practice (Coster, 1997; Kardos & Prudhomme White, 2005).  While the 
occupational therapy profession has long-advocated for a focus on function, in practice 
school-based practitioners have continued to address the underlying component skills to 
functional performance.   
Institutional barriers-linking functional skills to a student’s educational 
program.  Occupational therapy has recognized a paucity of comprehensive assessments 
		
12 
that serve to evaluate instrumental/daily living skills or functional living skills for the 
mild to moderate student population (Corkrean, 2013); educational researchers also 
acknowledge this gap for those with intellectual and developmental disabilities (LaRue et 
al., 2016).  Researchers support the national legislation that academic content standards 
be accessible to students with disabilities.  Qualitative analyses suggest that applying 
content standards to students with significant disabilities results in higher standards and 
expectations, is considered best practice that students participate in a general education 
setting as much as appropriate, and is relevant to their post-school lives (Collins & 
Ludlow, 2018; Courtade, Spooner, Browder, & Jimenez, 2012; Hunt et al., 2012; Kohl et 
al., 2006).  Functional skills instruction in a student’s educational curriculum appears to 
be at odds with the national legislation (Bouck, 2010), with some researchers suggesting 
this is due to a greater emphasis on aligning educational curriculum with content 
standards (Shurr & Bouck, 2013).  As a result, functional skills are only incorporated into 
a student’s curriculum when they turn transition age, with little direction how to 
incorporate functional curriculum for younger students and for those who are more 
significantly impaired (Cooper-Duffy et al., 2014; Orentlicher, 2019).   
Underutilized integration of functional skills in an educational 
setting.  Functional living skills, daily living skills, and independent living skills have 
been defined in the literature as being those skills that may include personal care such as 
eating, dressing, and hygiene practices; domestic skills such as housework, food prep, 
and cleaning skills; community skills that may include time and money management, 
transportation use, community safety skills, and vocational skills; and recreational or 
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leisure skills as well as social and behavior management skills (LaRue et al., 2016; Neely 
et al., 2016; Wertalik & Kubina, 2017).  Functional living skills as defined by researchers 
outside of the occupational therapy profession include those skills that are both I/ADLs 
and ADLs as defined by the occupational therapy profession and are not considered to be 
academic or related to academic achievement (Shepherd, 2019).  Functional skills 
curriculum or life skills curriculum is considered the instruction of daily living skills 
throughout the school day, either during explicit instruction or naturally occurring 
activities such as lunch and recess (Bobzien, 2014).   
Ayers et al. (2011) argue that for students with severe disabilities functional life 
skills should be part of their curriculum to prepare them for increased independence as 
adults.  Functional skills are not included in No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and as such 
are not included in alternate assessments or counted toward the student’s annual yearly 
progress (Ayers et al., 2011).  As special education instructional culture has shifted over 
the decades, functional skills have decreased in a student’s curriculum so there is more 
instructional time dedicated to general education content standards (Shurr & Bouck, 
2013).  
Training support for instructional staff.  As discussed earlier, special education 
professionals continue to have difficulty integrating general education standards and 
functional skills for students with significant disabilities (Bobzien, 2014; Bouck & Joshi, 
2015; Cooper-Duffy et al., 2014; Lowrey et al., 2007; Southward & Kyzar, 2017; 
Spooner et al., 2019).  The literature suggests that additional training is needed in teacher 
credential programs as well as in the field/classroom with ongoing support for both 
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teachers as well as paraprofessionals; overall additional training is needed to implement 
evidenced-based practices to fidelity, to link functional skills to academic content, and to 
determine how student curriculum is representative of the state alternate assessments.  
Some researchers advocate for improved teacher preparation programs so incoming 
teachers are better prepared to utilize a social model of disability; incorporate evidenced-
based instructional practices and link general education knowledge and functional life, 
communication, and social skills for students with more significant disabilities; and 
support teachers in training and supervising paraprofessionals (Brock & Carter, 2016; 
Naraian & Schlessinger, 2017; Pennington, 2017; Petersen, 2016; Spooner & Browder, 
2015; Sugita, 2016).  Professional development is recommended for paraprofessionals, as 
researchers argue they vary widely in experience, education, and training, and overall do 
not receive adequate training support (Brock & Carter, 2016; Ledford et al., 2017; Wright 
& Prescott, 2018).  Ongoing support and training and embedded learning opportunities 
for professional development support is suggested for both special education 
professionals as well as paraprofessionals in order to effect lasting employee behavior 
change (Brock & Carter, 2016; Cunningham, Huchting, Fogarty, & Graf, 2017; 
Desimone, 2009; Ledford et al., 2017; Martin, Drasgow, & Halle, 2015; Wright & 
Prescott, 2018).  Other researchers advocate for training to better link IEP curriculum and 
alternate assessment outcomes and general education standards (Kim et al., 2006; 
Towles-Reeves, Kleinert, & Muhomba, 2009).  However, there is little consensus on how 
alternate assessments impact student functional performance other than demonstrating 
adherence to general education standards (Argabrite Grove, 2019; Ayers et al., 2011; 
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Lowrey et al., 2007).   
Proposal to Address the Problem 
This doctoral project will focus on developing a professional development 
program that will take a multidisciplinary approach to using evidenced-based practices to 
instruct students with severe disabilities, linking academic content standards with 
functional skills with the intention of improving post-school outcomes.  The emphasis on 
functional performance highlights the role of occupational therapy beyond the traditional 
school-based role of function solely in the classroom and on campus, and serves to widen 
the scope of education across environmental contexts.  An occupation and performance-
based program serves to develop young adults whose education truly results in 
participating and active members of their community, with established and continuously 
emerging identities and roles.   
Literature searches sought to clarify why post-school outcomes continue to be 
poor for students with severe disabilities, and to determine the evidence to support 
student programming that will result in improved outcomes.  Additionally, literature 
searches sought to find the best evidence that would provide direction on the needs of 
educational staff to best instruct students with severe disabilities to result in improved 
post-school outcomes.  Based on the current literature on post-school outcomes of 
students with significant disabilities, the program utilizes the social model of disability to 
frame intervention supports, while the Transtheoretical Model serves to guide change at 
the employee behavioral and organizational level.  The professional development series 
will be structured over the course of the school calendar year, with job-embedded 
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instruction, ongoing mentorship, and guided collaboration to assist staff implement 
evidenced-based instructional practices to students while delivering curriculum that both 
aligns to the national content standards and focuses on functional skill development to 




CHAPTER TWO – Project Theoretical and Evidence Base 
Introduction 
 Regional special education programs often serve students who are significantly 
impacted by their diagnoses, requiring educational programs be specific and individually 
targeted to their needs.  Students with severe disabilities are also expected to participate 
and make progress in their general education curriculum; the ideal is that they become 
functional and active members of their community like their general education 
peers.  Accurately and comprehensively assessing the needs of students with severe 
disabilities is paramount to determining how to prioritize goals and curriculum when they 
have to meet the needs of the student yet be aligned with the national legislation such as 
the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 (No Child Left Behind, [NCLB], 
2003).  Students who are significantly impaired by their disability need educational 
programs that prepare them to be their most independent selves throughout their 
educational careers and beyond into their post-school lives. The first stage in this project 
was to search the educational and professional literature to determine whether similar 
difficulties exist in research and in practice for those serving a similar population.  
Determining whether similar difficulties exist in the literature served to substantiate that 
any hypothesized contributing factors to the current problem were not isolated to the 
author’s area of practice but systemic to the population.     
Literature Search 
 Five questions guided the literature search to determine whether student and 
program assessment practices, curriculum implementation, and the departmental 
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preparedness of administration and staff are currently adequate to support positive 
student outcomes for students with the most significant needs.   
1. Is there evidence that functional skills assessments are underutilized by an IEP 
team in special education programs serving students with moderate to severe 
needs? 
2. Is there evidence that special education programs serving students with moderate 
to severe needs inadequately link assessments to program curriculum? 
3. Is there evidence that special education programs serving students with moderate 
to severe needs limit the skills they could be instructing because of a narrow 
definition of what is “educationally relevant”? 
4. Is there evidence that instructional staff lack skilled training to support functional 
IEP goals? 
5. Is there evidence that school administrators lack adequate understanding of how 
functional skills impact students and their families?   
Databases such as Education Database and Education Resources Information Center 
(ERIC) provided the most relevant literature specific to assessment practices, curriculum 
implementation, and the preparedness of staff and administration.  The American Journal 
of Occupational Therapy (AJOT) provided occupational therapy-specific guidance on the 
use of performance-based assessment practices for children and youth across 
environmental contexts.  
 During the literature search process, articles that covered the first three questions 
addressing the functional needs of students with severe disabilities were found using 
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different combinations and variations of the search terms “lack of functional skills 
assessments”, “functional skills”, “special education”, “severe disabilities”, “assessment”, 
“curriculum”, and “children.”  For the fourth and fifth questions, more specific 
combinations of search terms derived more relevant results in order to determine the 
adequacy of training for instructional staff as well as departmental or administrative 
staff.  Search terms of “school administrators” and “instructional staff” combined with 
“students with severe disabilities” and “functional skills” yielded results that were 
distinctly relevant and separate than the search for the first three questions.  All searches 
were limited to peer-reviewed articles from scholarly journals in the English language, 
with years limited to 2010 in the ERIC database and 2013 and 2015 in the Education 
Database.  Approximately 16 additional articles were sourced from the reference lists as 
relevant primary sources from four articles that were found under these search 
terms.  Articles that were sourced from reference lists were not limited by year.  Overall, 
the literature searches yielded approximately 65 articles.  The 34 most relevant articles 
were included in the synthesis.   
Integration of Functional Skills in the Educational Setting  
 It is agreed among experts that education for students with significant disabilities 
should be of high quality, provide them with opportunities to learn as appropriately as 
possible along with the general education curriculum in integrated settings, and 
ultimately produce young adults that become productive members of society (Courtade et 
al., 2012; Orentlicher, 2019; Schneider & Chandler, 2019).  The literature reports that 
special education evolved over the course of time and its emphasis ranged from a 
		
20 
developmental model to a functional skills model (Browder et al., 2004; Hunt et al., 
2012; Shurr & Bouck, 2013); currently the literature primarily emphasizes how educators 
can instruct general education content standards for students with severe disabilities 
(Shurr & Bouck, 2013).  National legislation such as the No Child Left Behind Act of 
2001 (NCLB, 2003) and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 
amendments of 2004 (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, [IDEA], 2004) 
mandate that all students, including those with the most significant cognitive disabilities, 
should access, participate, and make progress in the general education curriculum.  This 
means all students are to demonstrate adequate yearly progress with alternate 
achievement standards or student portfolios focusing on the core academic concepts of 
English Language Arts, Math, and in some states Science (Bobzien, 2014; Bouck, 2012; 
Bouck, 2017; Hunt et al., 2012; Kohl et al., 2006). 
There is a lot of literature that discusses the use of functional skills curriculum, 
although there is little consensus as to how curriculum decisions are made for students 
with severe disabilities.  Most of the literature does not explicitly discuss how 
assessments for students with moderate to severe disabilities influence curriculum, 
although there is literature on academic versus functional curriculum decisions.  LaRue et 
al. (2016) argue “ideally, each educational goal should be linked to a terminal skill that 
will be useful to the individual in the natural setting” (p. 229).  An example would be to 
teach a student to use an ATM card to make a purchase in the local community (terminal 
skill) rather than to deconstruct it in a classroom setting by creating a “put in task” of a 
hard plastic rectangle into a slotted container as a “visual motor skills task” to simulate an 
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ATM card.  This argument for functional skills rather than simulated tasks aligns well 
with the AOTA Centennial Vision of focusing on performance-based assessments across 
settings, but requires care in navigating the practical needs of students with the academic 
requirements from national legislation.   
The American Occupational Therapy Association’s (AOTA) Centennial Vision 
argues for a shift from component-based to occupation-based assessments to document 
the everyday changes in occupational performance in youth in home, school, and 
community environments (Bendixen & Kreider, 2011; Brown & Bourke-Taylor, 2014; 
Hilton et al., 2013).  Component-based assessments include those that focus on 
developmental outcomes, visual-motor skills, or improving limitations of decreased 
strength, postural control, etc.; the focus is more on the International Classification of 
Function’s (ICF) Body Functions and Structures (Brown & Bourke-Taylor, 2014; Hilton 
et al., 2013).  In contrast, occupation-based assessments include those that evaluate 
everyday participation across environments (Hilton et al., 2013).  In the Occupational 
Therapy Practice Framework (OTPF) AOTA uses the WHO’s definition of participation 
as “involvement in a life situation”, or being actively involved in those daily life 
activities that individuals find meaningful (OTPF, 2014, p. S4).  In AOTA’s Best 
Practices for Occupational Therapy in Schools chapter on instrumental activities in daily 
living, Corkrean (2013) acknowledges a lack of comprehensive occupation-based 
assessments for students with mild to moderate cognitive impairments.  This lack could 
be assumed similarly for students with moderate to severe needs although this population 
is not mentioned by Corkrean (2013).  Although occupational therapy researchers argued 
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for the use of occupation-based assessments over twenty years ago, the profession has yet 
to fully implement this as standard practice (Coster, 1997).  In both the fields of special 
education and occupational therapy, there continues to be difficulty integrating functional 
performance with educational standards.  
How Alignment of Educational Standards Impact Program Curriculum 
Special education is expected to implement national content standards into the 
curriculum for students with disabilities so they can access as much of the general 
education curriculum as possible.  Most states are assessed in how successfully they have 
integrated content standards with special education curriculum primarily via state 
alternate assessments standards.  Much of the literature on assessments discusses the use 
of the state alternate achievement standards and reports poor links between the state 
assessments and student curriculum as well as how alternate assessments align with 
curricula and their overall impact on educational programming for students with severe 
disabilities (Browder, Karvonen, Davis, Fallin, & Courtade-Little, 2005; Browder et al., 
2004; Lowrey et al., 2007; Towles-Reeves et al., 2009).  While research has indicated 
that states’ alternate assessments align to standards in language arts and math, experts in 
the field of severe disabilities and special education felt that performance indicators on 
the alternate assessments were biased either toward academics or functional living skills 
(Browder et al, 2004).  Experts also observed that the functional skills indicators of 
performance were focused on the structure and function or component skills of the 
individual and did not focus on the functional outcome of the task (Browder et al., 
2004).   
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While literature reviews of curriculum focus and instruction have shifted over the 
years, published research is lacking in the area of using alternate assessment to directly 
inform instructional decisions for students with severe disabilities; furthermore, the 
literature is lacking guidance on how curriculum should best guide practice (Browder et 
al., 2005; Shurr & Bouck, 2013; Towles-Reeves et al., 2009).  This lack of guidance has 
likely contributed to educators’ ongoing difficulty in linking their state alternative 
assessment or other assessments in general to curriculum.  Kim et al. (2006) argued that 
states have to find effective and efficient ways to implement their own alternative 
assessments that directly link to classroom instruction and can be implemented efficiently 
by teachers; how well educators are trained in linking assessments to their curriculum and 
their perceptions of efficacy then become paramount to implementing curriculum 
effectively.  The literature indicates that alternate assessments demonstrate access to 
general education curriculum for students with significant disabilities, but does not 
demonstrate that it is an efficacious determinant of student curriculum that produces 
improved post-school outcomes for students with significant disabilities.   
Scope of Instruction for Students with Moderate to Severe Disabilities 
The scope of instruction for students with significant disabilities should attempt to 
produce young adults who have the skills to live their highest quality of life, participating 
in a range of activities that are meaningful to them to the best of their abilities.  However, 
the post-school studies of young adults with disabilities indicate poor functional 
outcomes and for students with significant disabilities, learning functional skills out of 
context such as a classroom does not mean they will generalize the skill in the natural 
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environment.  Courtade et al. (2012) agreed that the transition outcomes for students with 
disabilities have been poor; however they argued that standards-based instruction, or 
instruction that is linked to the Common Core State Standards (CCSS), follow the values 
of access and inclusion to post-school opportunities with the overarching goal of 
producing functioning young adults in their community.  They argued educators can 
implement life skills instruction alongside academic curriculum with the example of 
teaching the life cycle of plants with the task of potting and caring for a plant, or ensuring 
hygiene practices after a science experiment (Courtade et al., 2012).  They agreed that for 
students with severe disabilities, functional skills continue to be important to their 
educational program and become more important as students get older into the high 
school and post-senior school years (Courtade et al., 2012).  
They further argued that teaching skills out of context do not serve students any 
better in the attempt to implement functional skills as curriculum; teaching street signs is 
meaningless if not in the community to provide context, as is teaching vacuuming to a 
youth if it is not a responsibility in the home (Courtade et al., 2012).  Neely et al. (2016) 
argued that for individuals with ASD who present with impaired adaptive functioning, 
opportunities to generalize skills across settings is the most successful way to sustain 
learned behavior.  Aligning functional skills curriculum to the standards and simulating 
situations in a classroom may not adequately generalize skills to the natural 
setting.  Neely et al. (2016) found statistically significant results in their meta-analysis of 
functional living skills generalization in ASD when skills were also trained and 
generalized to the natural setting of home and community.  Poor independent functioning 
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correlates to poor post-school outcomes for children and individuals with ASD, 
indicating that lack of instruction of functional skills while in school may contribute to 
poor post-school outcomes in adulthood (Bendixen & Kreider, 2011; Collins & Ludlow, 
2018; Hong et al., 2015; Wertalik & Kubina, 2017).  However, secondary analyses of the 
National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 (NLTS-2) concluded that students with 
moderate to severe intellectual disabilities have poor post-school outcomes regardless of 
a functional or academic curriculum, and suggested that there needs to be additional 
research to determine how decisions are made as to who gets life skills training in school 
as well as out of school (Bouck, 2010; Bouck, 2012).  Overall, there is a lack of evidence 
that links an academic approach with meaningful and functional outcomes for students 
with significant disabilities (Lowrey et al., 2007).  This further contributes to the ongoing 
poor post-school outcomes for students with significant disabilities.   
Adequacy of Skilled Training for Educational Staff 
 The ongoing discussion and historical cultural practice in special education of 
“educational versus functional” curriculum programming and the emerging advocacy for 
integration of functional skills and academic content requires that educational staff be 
adequately prepared to instruct students with significant disabilities with the most recent 
best practices.  This acknowledgement has resulted in research on how educators can best 
support and instruct students with significant disabilities, and what the gaps in practice 
are.  The literature found that educators and programs are primarily on their own to 
bridge the functional and academic gap, while other researchers reported on the 
characteristics that supported staff educational training and retention.  There is qualitative 
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and descriptive research about the adequacy of teacher training and preparation for 
students with severe disabilities, with outcomes indicating that educators feel they need 
more support and training.  Kim et al. (2006) reported that at the time there existed little 
in the way of published information on the effectiveness of how teaching programs 
prepared future teachers to use alternative assessments and implement curriculum based 
on assessment.  Kohl et al. (2006) suggested that teachers continued to require training 
and ongoing support to successfully link alternate assessment with daily curricular 
instruction, while Browder et al. (2005) found teacher training could improve student 
scores on alternate assessments.  Kohl et al. (2006) reported that more experienced 
teachers were better able to integrate academic content standards with functional 
curriculum, although they were in the minority.  The prevailing sentiment is that it is up 
to teachers to adapt the curriculum and create materials that bridge functional skills with 
the content curriculum (Kim et al., 2006; Restorff, Sharpe, Abery, Rodriguez, & Kim, 
2012).   
 Other sources in the literature focus on training staff in order to build retention 
and better prepare educators to instruct students with severe disabilities (Bethune & 
Kiser, 2017; Courtade, Shipman, & Williams, 2017; Cunningham et al., 2017; 
Pennington, 2017).  The research also suggests implementing ongoing professional 
development because asking teachers to change their behavior often fails to produce any 
change in behavior, much less lasting behavior (Martin et al., 2015).  Many teachers 
continue to use instructional strategies that are ineffective on student outcomes and 
ensuring evidenced-based practices are implemented with fidelity also require ongoing 
		
27 
training; single training workshops produce limited lasting change and often result in 
inadequate application and carryover of evidenced-based practices to the classroom 
setting (Courtade et al., 2017; Wright & Prescott, 2018).  Often professional development 
is inadequate for both teachers and paraprofessionals, but with adequate training and 
administrative support they can be effective in implementing instructional strategies, 
incorporating intervention successfully leading to improved student outcomes (Brock & 
Carter, 2016; Kim et al., 2006; Ledford et al., 2017; Martin et al., 2015; Riesen & 
Jameson, 2018; Wright & Prescott, 2017).  The consensus in the literature is that special 
educators working with students with significant disabilities are unprepared to provide 
best practice instruction and require ongoing professional development in order to shift 
their previous practices to better support and instruct students and implement quality 
educational programming.   
The Role of School Administrative Support in Enacting Lasting Change in 
Education 
Administrative support is an important variable that contributes to successful 
implementation of assessment and instructional practices and to ensure teacher buy-in 
(Collins & Ludlow, 2018; Towles-Reeves et al., 2009).  As professional development 
opportunities are recommended for teachers, they are also recommended for general 
education and special education school administrators to better understand how students 
with severe disabilities can learn academic content and be successful in the general 
education environment (Collins & Ludlow, 2018; Kim et al., 2006; Restorff et al., 
2012).  In school-based occupational therapy, therapists reported a need to for school 
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administrators to expand beyond the limited scope of providing services solely for 
younger students and support therapists serving transition aged students (Kardos & 
Prudhomme White, 2005).  Administrations are integral decision makers in school 
systems and have a role in determining how professional development opportunities are 
disseminated and implemented.  Recent research has argued that lasting change requires 
careful planning and implementation as simply providing short-term workshops and 
subsequently expecting change in behavior does not result in lasting change if any change 
occurs at all (Ledford et al., 2017; Martin et al., 2015; Pennington, 2017).  Departmental 
and school administration support is critical to ensure that paraprofessionals, educators, 
and related service providers implement and sustain improved educational practices 
successfully.   
Summary 
 The current discussion in the literature suggests that staff require ongoing 
professional development and support in learning how to link the content standards to the 
needs of students with significant disabilities.  The use of occupation-based assessments 
to determine function and emphasis on occupational participation is widely supported in 
the occupational therapy literature as part of the AOTA Centennial Vision as well as 
AOTA’s Vision 2025, and appears to be running parallel to the literature on how to best 
meet the needs of students with significant disabilities.  However the literature suggests 
many programs are struggling to link functional skills to national standards to promote 
functional performance in students with severe disabilities.  The profession of 
occupational therapy has long since advocated for providing assessment and intervention 
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to measure functional occupational performance rather than developmental and 
component/performance skills such as visual-motor integration and gross and fine motor 
skills (Coster, 1997; Kardos & Prudhomme White, 2005).  Occupational therapy’s 
emphasis on performance across a variety of contextual environments sets a solid 
foundation for a professional development series that serves to provide educational staff 
with the skills to instruct students with significant disabilities to perform more 
functionally in their daily lives.   
Visual Model 
 
 The previous section synthesized the literature of the factors that are contributing 
to the problem that (1) lead to students leaving school programs with poor outcomes and 
(2) in school organizations, attempts to improve educational practices do not persist due 
to lack of follow through of learned content in the structure of professional development 
programming.  Identified contributing factors based on the literature include poor 
integration of functional skills in the educational setting; difficulty understanding how 
educational standards impact program curriculum; and a dearth of existing evidence that 
links an academic approach with meaningful and functional outcomes.  Additionally, 
organizational factors that are contributing to the problem includes the consensus in the 
literature that special educators are unprepared to provide best practice instruction and 
require professional development; and acknowledging the responsibility of administration 
to provide the recommended support and training so implementation to fidelity occurs.    
 Two different populations are involved: the educational staff that require the 
training and support to improve upon their educational practices, and the student 
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population that are affected.  Based on the synthesis of the problem, there is a lack of 
adequate professional development that supports sustained professional change in 
individuals and educational organizations; this gap drives the current project of a 
professional development series.  The main influencing factor that impacts the student 
population is the educational staff members’ difficulty integrating functional skills to 
academic content and results in negative impacts to student education as demonstrated in 
Factors 1, 2, and 3 in light blue.  The main influencing factor is the focus of this doctoral 
project: to design a professional development series that guides educational staff 




Figure 2.1.  Outcomes When Educators Do Not Link Functional Skills to Educational Content  
 




Without adequate training and support, students’ functional outcomes will be poor both 
in school as students and as adults, with decreased independence in I/ADL skills in the 
home, community, and the workplace.  Educational staff will continue their educational 
practices that do not link functional skills with academic content, and professional growth 
in recommended best practices will not be integrated into student curriculum in a 
sustainable manner.   
Theoretical Framework 
The literature continues to demonstrate that short-term professional development 
without adequate follow up is ineffective for changing educator behavior (California 
Statewide Task Force, 2015c; Ledford et al., 2017; Martin et al., 2015).  There are a 
“plethora of studies that have demonstrated that simply asking teachers to change their 
behavior often fails to produce change, and in those cases when it does, the change is 
rarely maintained” (Martin et al., 2015, p. 262).  How professional development is 
structured, in both content and dissemination of information such that educators are able 
to integrate best practices into their setting, requires a framework to guide educators 
toward long term changes to support the best outcomes for the needs of students with 
significant disabilities.  A theoretical model that frames the problem as well as the 
solution is the Transtheoretical Model of Change.  In this section, the Transtheoretical 
Model is described with emphasis on framing the problem in practice: educational staff 
not having adequate training to integrate functional skills with academic content.   
The Transtheoretical Model has been found applicable as a stage-change model 
influenced by experiential and behavioral processes applied to organizations at the 
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individual employee level as well as at the administrative or organizational level, even if 
the process is acknowledged as more dynamic and complex than the model suggests 
(Cheung, Clemson, O’Loughlin, & Shuttleworth, 2018; Grant, 2010; Grimolizzi-Jensen, 
2018; Levesque et al., 2001; Prochaska, Prochaska, & Levesque, 2001).  Most of the 
literature on the Transtheoretical Model focus on the stages of change even though 
research has demonstrated change behaviors can be successful at stages that do not 
otherwise demonstrate linear progression (Adams & White, 2005; Pisinger, Vestbo, 
Borch-Johnsen, & Jørgensen, 2005; West, 2005).   
 Certain processes tend to be emphasized in certain stages (Prochaska & Velicer, 
1997; Prochaska et al., 2001).  In the precontemplation stage, the initial awareness of the 
problem and its potential solutions, or the consciousness raising process, is followed by 
the emotional experience and inspiration to change, named by the authors as the dramatic 
release (Prochaska & Velicer, 1997; Prochaska et al., 2001).  Environmental reevaluation 
is the cognitive and affective process of assessing how the change may impact one’s 
immediate and extended social environment, and the role an individual may play in 
taking part of that change (Prochaska & Velicer, 1997; Prochaska et al., 2001).  As an 
influencing social factor, this potentially affects the consciousness raising process, which 
then affects the emotional experience as the individual progresses through the 
precontemplation stage.  An individual then experiences a process of self-reevaluation to 
assess how change impacts one’s values and identity as they weigh the pros and cons of 
changing previous habitual patterns of behavior in the contemplation stage (Prochaska & 
Velicer, 1997; Prochaska et al., 2001).  As people progress toward making a commitment 
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to change, they go through the self-liberation process as they have the belief in 
themselves and commit to change in the preparation stage  (Prochaska & Velicer, 1997; 
Prochaska et al., 2001).  
During the counterconditioning process, people learn about the alternatives they 
can utilize to support the desired change, while stimulus control is a more active process 
of modifying the environment to prompt for the intended alternative and reduce the 
stimuli that cued the previous behavior (Prochaska & Velicer, 1997; Prochaska et al., 
2001).  Helping relationships are an influencing social factor particularly during the 
active stages of action and maintenance; these relationships potentially affect the 
counterconditioning and stimulus control processes (Prochaska & Velicer, 1997; 
Prochaska et al., 2001).  Helping relationships may also influence the intrinsic rewards 
people desire to actualize for themselves as well as the extrinsic rewards available to 
them as they make changes in the desired direction, named by the authors as contingency 
management (Prochaska & Velicer, 1997; Prochaska et al., 2001).   
Levesque et al. (2001) chose to define the behaviors that would facilitate change 
for both individual processes as well as at the organizational level.  The critical analyses 
of the Transtheoretical Model suggest that people’s actions are more fluid and dynamic 
than static through stages and for that reason focus will be on the processes of change 






Individual Processes of Change in Adopting Curricular Changes in Special Education  
Individual Processes Definition and Application 
Consciousness raising Increasing awareness (teachers, related service providers, instructional 
aides) on benefits of performance-based assessments and curriculum 
 
Dramatic Relief Negative emotions associated with instruction on component skills or 




Consideration how use of self as a model in more naturalistic 
environments may also help to teach student as well as community 
members about inclusion and participation  
Self-reevaluation Consideration of self-image as a more successful instructor or 
practitioner when implementing skills valued by student and family, 
potentially leading to increased quality of life for student/family  
Social liberation Advocacy efforts for community inclusion, evidenced-based practices 
supporting generalization to natural environment empowering 
individuals to participate 
Self-liberation Individual’s belief they can utilize assessments and put curriculum into 




Intrinsic rewards such as student progress; extrinsic rewards such as 
administration recognition or extrinsic consequences for not 
implementing changes  
Counterconditioning Learning how to incorporate national legislation into functional skill 
sets; learning to generalize a component skill to a functional skill in a 
simulated or natural environment 
Helping relationships Utilizing mentors, colleagues as supports, maintaining morale 
Stimulus control Restructuring the environment by adding or removing cues; may include 
adding one community-based instruction opportunity per week with one 
focused goal and then expanding 
 
Table 2.1 gives an example how the Transtheoretical Model’s processes of change can be 
used to facilitate change in teaching staff in order to enact change in the department.  The 
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literature in the field of special education and significant disabilities suggests that many 
educators are likely in the consciousness raising and dramatic relief processes of change.  
These processes may vary within individuals, as some educators may be more 
experienced and/or more likely to follow best practices and therefore more inclined to 
strive toward their own individual change processes.  
Table 2.2. 
Organizational-Level Processes of Change in Adopting Curricular Changes in Special Education 
Processes Definition and application 
Consciousness 
raising 
Communicating information about evidenced-based strategies for 
naturalistic instruction, benefits of generalization to natural setting, 
benefits of performance-based assessment and curriculum 
Dramatic Relief Inspiring employees to institute curriculum for functional skills 
development and alleviating anxieties about support in the community, 
motivating beyond status quo culture 
Environmental 
reevaluation 
Help staff understand how implementation affects student function, family 
function, and community function; also department morale as staff focus 
on student/family values to improve quality of life 
Self-reevaluation Help staff clarify short-term and long-term goals for their career as well as 
for their students when associating goals with the changes to be 
implemented 
Social liberation Modeling the benefits of the implemented changes, advocating and 
empowering staff; increasing awareness of best practices  




Incentivizing implemented changes through rewards and recognition; 
providing extra support for those slower to implement changes; may 
include consequences for failure to implement change 
Counterconditioning Providing staff development opportunities to assist staff through 




Providing mentorship directly from administration, appointing colleagues 
as mentors, ensure morale through department with ongoing 
communication and feedback 
Stimulus control Provide organizational structures in the form of resources, trainings  
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Table 2.2 suggests examples of behavior change targets at the organizational level that 
will help to facilitate change at the individual employee level.  Administrative support is 
an important variable that contributes to successful implementation of instructional 
practices and to ensure teacher buy-in (Collins & Ludlow, 2018; Towles-Reeves et al., 
2009).   
The Transtheoretical Model has the capability to frame the factors contributing to 
the problem in practice of educational staff not having adequate training to integrate 
functional skills with academic content.  As seen in Table 2.1 and Table 2.2, the 
processes of change as operationally defined for individual employees as well as those in 
administrative roles are not mutually exclusive and are both necessary for successful and 
lasting change.  In Table 2.2 the administrative role helps to structure and guide 
employee processes of change; this table is assuming administrations will acknowledge 
and accept the role to initiate departmental change at the organizational level facilitating 
change behavior.  The emphasis will be more on the acceptance, motivation toward, and 
institution of the processes that influence behavior change in the attempt to resolve the 
problems associated with staff training and ability to implement appropriate assessment 
and implement curriculum for students with severe disabilities.  While the literature 
demonstrates that no behavior change model is unique nor is there one that is well-
rounded enough to address the complexities of change behavior, the literature does 
support operationally defining expected outcomes and behaviors to be demonstrated in 
order to effect change (Craig et al., 2015; Moller et al., 2017).  Careful application of 
theory to concrete outcomes will help validate the rationale for intervention, whether for 
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departmental staff changes or interventions for student outcomes.  Determining what 
literature exists for achieving these outcomes will ensure the most appropriate 
methodologies are implemented to design an effective program.   
Review of Current Approaches and Methods 
Introduction 
 Public education programs for children with special needs differentiate their 
student population along a spectrum from general education to separate classes on an 
integrated campus.  There appears to be the need for more refined research for students 
with severe disabilities in the special education field so as to differentiate their learning 
needs from those with less severe disabilities when looking at long term outcomes for 
improved quality of life.  The research tends to combine students with moderate 
disabilities with those with severe disabilities in the literature when studying how those 
with intellectual disabilities learn academic or functional skills (Spooner et al., 2019).  
Systematic reviews of the literature on life skills interventions indicated that there was 
too much variability in the interventions to adequately aggregate the data as different 
researchers focused on different areas or domains of life skills but defined targeted skills 
as “life skills interventions” (Alwell & Cobb, 2009).  The lack of specificity in the 
research has contributed to difficulty ascertaining the best educational foci for students 
with severe disabilities.  This chapter will review the assessment and instruction 
approaches currently utilized in special education.   
Literature search   
Four questions guided the literature search for evidence on the practices that 
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support positive post-school outcomes for students with severe disabilities, and to 
identify what theoretical approaches best fit the instruction of students with severe 
disabilities.  An additional four questions were used to search for evidence about how 
staff working in special education link assessment to curriculum, and how to support 
employee/staff behavioral change in organizations.   
Students:  
1. What is the updated evidence within the last five years on post-school outcomes 
for students with severe disabilities? 
2. What is the available evidence for assessments that measure the independence 
and life skills functioning of students with severe disabilities?  
3. What curriculum interventions are effective for positive post-school outcomes for 
students with severe disabilities? 
4. What theoretical approach best fits the evidence for the assessment and 
intervention/instruction of students with severe disabilities? 
Staff:  
1. What approaches link assessment to curriculum and what is the evidence for their 
effectiveness? 
2. Is there evidence that educators and practitioners are educated on the most 
relevant assessments for their population? 
3. What is the evidence about features of professional development (i.e., ongoing vs. 
one time, targeted vs. general) that support assessment and curriculum 
implementation and instruction of students with severe disabilities?  
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4. What is the evidence that supports positive employee behavioral change in 
organizations such as schools?  
Education Database provided the most relevant literature based on search terms 
that included “curriculum”, “post-school outcomes”, “students with intellectual 
disability”, and contributed to the majority of the questions as more specific search terms 
did not provide relevant results.  A secondary search using search terms that included 
“theoretical framework”, “severe disabilities”, and “intervention” provided additional 
literature to support the questions about the theoretical foundations that support 
assessment and curriculum for students with severe disabilities.  Four articles were saved 
for review based on search terms that included authors who were identified as being 
leaders in their field of educating students with severe disabilities.  All searches were 
limited to peer-reviewed articles from scholarly journals in the English language, with 
years limited to 2016 in the Education Database.  Overall, the literature searches yielded 
approximately 36 articles, of which 14 were included in this synthesis.  Four additional 
articles were sourced from the reference lists as relevant primary sources from Karvonen, 
Wakeman, and Kingston (2017) and were not limited by year.  Approximately sixteen 
articles and two dissertations were included after being sourced from other reference lists.  
Previous articles that addressed both the problem factors as well as current intervention 
approaches were included for relevancy and not limited by year.  Finally, 20 relevant 
chapters from the updated AOTA’s Best Practices for Occupational Therapy in Schools, 
2nd ed. (2019) were included in order to present the most recent best practices in the 
school setting.  
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Synthesis of the Evidence  
 Updated evidence on post-school outcomes.  Reviews of the literature suggest 
that long-term outcomes of individuals with moderate to severe disabilities continue to 
have poor post-school outcomes (Ayers et al., 2011; Berg et al., 2017; Bouck & Joshi, 
2015; Riesen & Jameson, 2018; Southward & Kyzar, 2017; Walsh et al., 2017; 
Wilczenski et al., 2017).  A secondary analysis of the NLTS2 of 4655 students with ASD 
recommended that services continue to promote improved long-term outcomes to 
improve living status and long-term employment that focuses on maintaining rather than 
just obtaining employment (Bouck & Park, 2018).  Reviews suggest that transition age 
youth are under-employed into adulthood and approximately 40% of students with ASD 
in California over the age of 18 do not receive mental health services, speech and 
language therapy, life skills training, or health services (Acharya et al., 2017; Sugita, 
2016).  Berg et al. (2017) suggests there is an informal curriculum of student expectations 
that are not contained in the content standards, such as social rules and behavioral 
expectations.  Other researchers report adaptive behavior and social participation are 
strong predictors of adult transition outcomes regardless of cognitive status (Thompson, 
Shogren, & Wehmeyer, 2017).  As the research suggests adaptive skills are significant 
predictors of adult functioning but are not explicitly taught under the CCSS, there is an 
informal curriculum that is not instructed in the core standards yet is considered to have a 
strong role in predicting successful post-school outcomes (Ayers et al., 2011; Berg et al., 
2017; LaRue et al., 2016; Thompson et al., 2017; Wertalik & Kubina, 2017).   
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Tools that measure functional performance.  The occupational therapy 
profession has long advocated for the use of functional performance measures that more 
accurately reflect daily life functioning (Coster, 1997; Kardos & Prudhomme White, 
2005).  Occupational therapy continued this advocacy in AOTA’s Centennial Vision 
(Bendixen & Kreider, 2011; Brown & Burke-Taylor, 2014; Hilton et al., 2013).  
Emphasis on functional performance is now promoted in the special education field with 
students with significant disabilities.  However, there is great variation in what 
assessments are utilized and range from specific assessment protocols to newer 
legislation that supports functional performance as part of state alternate assessment 
portfolios. 
Strength-based models of assessment have been suggested for the purpose of 
identifying typical performance indicators, which serves to determine the level of 
functioning one performs under real life and everyday contexts and may be assessed with 
adaptive behavior scales and behavioral checklists (Thompson et al., 2017).  Thompson 
et al. (2018) outlined best practices in standardized assessment accommodations based on 
reviews of the literature, professional standards, legal precedence, and field research to 
fill the gap of relevance when standardized assessments are removed from daily contexts 
and routines.  Thompson et al.’s (2018) model includes a cycle of planning, 
administration, evaluation, and reporting that has been shown in research settings to be 
valid and enhance feasibility for standardized assessments for individuals with 
intellectual disability.  Accommodations should be detailed in the report after 
administration and may include behavioral, communication, relational, sensory, 
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environmental, and motor-based strategies and could include the use of a token system, 
visual schedules, allow time for rapport building, providing fidget or movement 
opportunities, chunk testing into sessions, and allow for non-verbal opportunities to 
signal a choice response (Thompson et al., 2018).   
Noting the lack of research of procedures that serve to yield relevant and valid 
results on standardized assessments, the authors first outlined and aligned assessment best 
practices from various professional organizations such as from the American Education 
Research Association, the American Psychological Association, and the National 
Association of School Psychology (Thompson et al., 2018).  It should be noted that the 
recommended practices of individualizing the assessment process, using sound 
psychometric tools with appropriate accommodations, utilizing data from a variety of 
sources to reduce bias and ensure validity, and using family-centric language are also 
included in the recommended best practices for occupational therapy practitioners with 
an emphasis on evaluating occupation and performance in natural contexts (Frolek Clark 
& Rioux, 2019; AOTA, 2014).  
Using the Vineland Adaptive Behavior Scale II (VABS-II), an exploratory case 
study suggested that 70% of students receiving special education services relied on 
caregivers for home and financial management, shopping, and meal prep and clean up 
(Berg et al., 2017).  This suggests that transition aged students are still not receiving the 
services and instruction they need in order to be more independent from their caregivers 
and other service providers.  Kardos and Prudhomme White (2005) cited a 1996 study by 
Sitlington that transition services were not adequately addressing all areas of need and 
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that systematic instruction was required for maintaining a home, participating in the 
community, and engaging in healthy social relationships.  They concluded that 
occupational therapy practitioners needed to use standardized, occupation-based 
assessments to provide relevant information for transition-aged students (Kardos & 
Prudhomme White, 2005).   
 Although there is no policy that prevents schools from teaching functional and 
adaptive skills in the school setting, the focus of instruction has been on the content 
standards to demonstrate that students with disabilities should have access to the same 
instruction with the intent of becoming functional adults as the Common Core State 
Standards’ mission is for students to enter post-secondary education or the workforce 
(Thompson et al., 2017).  This is likely the reason for the decrease in functional life skills 
intervention studies over the years as only 8% of 50 studies in a systematic review were 
published between 2000–2003, while 76% were published prior to 1996 (Alwell & Cobb, 
2009).  Educators of students with significant cognitive disabilities however, continue to 
question how to integrate core content academic instruction that pertain to functional life 
skills when they report having difficulty implementing useful assessment programs that 
provided greater access to the general education curriculum (Kingston et al., 2016; 
Petersen, 2016).  
Kingston, Karvonen, Bechard, and Erickson (2016) surveyed 983 teachers who 
described student participation in alternate assessments; one quarter of the teachers felt 
participation provided greater access to the general education curriculum, improved IEP 
objectives, and quality of education while 82% reported increased paperwork.  
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Alternative assessments such as the Dynamic Learning Maps Alternate Assessment 
(DLMAA) and the National Center and State Collaborative Alternate Assessment 
(NCSCAA) or as it is now known the Multi-State Alternate Assessment (MSAA), have 
features that may have application for students with significant disabilities to link 
assessment to curriculum based on the content standards (Karvonen et al., 2017; Kingston 
et al., 2016).  As of 2017, 49% of the United States participated in either the DLMAA or 
the MSAA, and based on a comparative study, it is difficult to determine whether one is 
superior to the other (Sir, 2017).  Other states developed their own alternate assessment 
rather than adopt either of the multi-state assessments; this author’s state of California is 
one of the states that developed its own alternate assessment.  Given the variation 
between individual states and the ongoing, iterative nature of development and 
modification to alternate assessment practices, it has been difficult to fully assess the 
association of alternate assessment with specific outcomes, and Sir (2017) suggests that 
other states look at how they could modify their singular state alternate assessment or 
adopt one of the two multi-state assessments.  Both systems provide professional 
development opportunities with the goal of instruction being for students to access grade-
level content (Sir, 2017).  An area of future research is to determine how to assess 
students whose cognitive functions are so low that the student is unable to access even 
the alternative assessment (Sir, 2017).  This is an area that would be of specific interest to 
the population included in this project as parents are also able to opt their child out of 
state testing; to determine an assessment worthy of participation for all students would be 
a worthwhile study so as to include all students and have an accurate representation of a 
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district’s student population.   
While statewide assessments link to general education content standards for 
students with disabilities, they arguably do not offer meaningful information about the 
student’s education, the services the student receives, nor the contribution of occupational 
therapy services or other related service providers on student achievement and student 
outcomes (Argabrite Grove, 2019).  Districts are under increasing accountability to 
demonstrate achievement, with Individuals with Disabilities with Education 
Improvement Act of 2004 (IDEIA, 2004) requiring specialized instruction in the least 
restrictive environment, and the Supreme Court’s decision in Endrew F. v. Douglas 
County School District that progress should be “more than de minimis” (Argabrite 
Grove, 2019).  This would suggest that student participation in statewide alternate 
assessments only demonstrate that students with disabilities are able to access grade level 
content curriculum in the form of statewide alternative testing; there seems to be little 
information as to whether their participation in statewide testing results in functional 
outcomes of performance. 
Individual states are free to develop their statewide assessments as well as their 
alternative assessments to determine how their students are demonstrating achievement 
and readiness for their post-school lives in the workforce or in postsecondary education.  
In 2014 the state of Virginia’s legislature passed an amendment to reform the standards 
of learning for all students taking statewide assessments.  Specifically, their amendment 
removed five standards of learning tests from grades 3, 5, 6, and 7, and allowed each 
district to develop alternate assessments that included performance-based assessments 
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and portfolios (Abbott, 2016).  Described by Abbott as “authentic assessments”, or those 
assessments that are modeled after real-life contexts and are interdisciplinary in nature, 
the intention was for students to be able to integrate their learning and demonstrate 
knowledge and critical thinking and problem solving skills when students were provided 
with real-life situations (2016, p. 2).  
The state of Virginia initiated alternative formats to standardized state assessment 
processes in order to better represent the skills that students will need to be successful 
and independent young adults in the workforce and/or post-secondary education.  Reform 
initiatives such as Virginia’s provides an opportunity for other states to advocate for 
performance assessments that are multidisciplinary, integrating content standards with 
real-life situations.  Notably, this kind of reform to statewide alternate assessment is 
universal to students with and without disabilities as they transition into post-school life.   
While there is not much in the way of prescriptive assessments that measure 
function in students with significant disabilities, the field of special education is trending 
toward assessing function in a holistic framework and looking at the student’s ability to 
participate in daily life across a variety of contexts (Thompson et al., 2017; Thompson et 
al., 2018).  State alternate assessments function to help districts determine how their 
curriculum aligns with the general education standards, but researchers note a lack of 
significance to how a student with disabilities functions in daily life and influences post-
school outcomes (Argabrite Grove, 2019; Sir, 2017).  Based on the 2014 Virginia 
amendment, there is an increased interest in determining how students with disabilities 
function in daily life.  At a local level, this professional development series will serve to 
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address the recommendations in the literature regarding linking functional outcomes to 
educational standards.   
 Effective curriculum for positive post-school outcomes.  While effective and 
evidenced-based interventions are well-documented and well-described in the literature, 
there is less consensus as to what constitutes effective curriculum for students with 
significant disabilities.  Both the DLMAA and the MSAA provide means for statewide 
assessment of students with significant cognitive disabilities to be well matched to 
student curriculum aligned with the content standards, although the available research 
does not yet link these alternate assessments to long-term, post-school outcomes 
(Argabrite Grove, 2019; Spooner et al., 2019).  There is tentative support for the efficacy 
of life skills interventions for transition-related outcomes due to the high variability of 
what has been constituted as life skills in the research without differentiating on what 
Alwell and Cobb (2009) described as five curricular domains of life skills.  These include 
self-care and domestic skills, recreation and leisure, personal competence in community 
living, communication, and social skills.  Most research and systematic reviews have not 
differentiated life skills research results into the five domains to determine efficacy of 
interventions; this lack of delineation has contributed to the difficulty of determining how 
the research supports life skills interventions (Alwell & Cobb, 2009).  However, a 
secondary analysis of the NLTS2 did not find a significant relationship between 
curriculum (functional vs. non-functional) and post-school outcomes for students with 
ASD (Bouck & Joshi, 2015).  Bouck and Joshi (2015) studied seven post-school 
outcomes of living independently, ever attended or currently attending postsecondary 
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education, ever or currently employed, earning above minimum wage, and working full 
time.  They found that students with greater independence with functional skills were 
predictors for better post-school outcomes; however, evidence did not necessarily support 
or not support a functional life skills curriculum and improved post-school outcomes.  
The authors concluded that as the “ultimate goal of education” is post-school success, 
educators should continue to provide curriculum that best supports post-school successful 
outcomes (Bouck & Joshi, 2015, p. 1205).  
Evidenced-based interventions such as task analysis, time delay, prompting, 
differential reinforcement, embedded trial instruction, and peer supports were some of the 
strategies that have been found to be effective instructing students with moderate to 
severe disabilities regardless of whether instruction focused on life skills or academic 
instruction based on the general education curriculum (Alwell & Cobb, 2009; Corkrean 
& Schwind, 2019; Hudson, Browder, & Wood, 2013; Kuhaneck & Watling, 2019; 
Shepherd, 2019).  The literature reviews suggest that general education academic 
instruction has been most successful with those identified with moderate disabilities 
rather than severe disabilities, and that general education content instruction does not 
tend to address application to real life contexts although it is recommended that teachers 
embed functional life skills into academic instruction to provide multiple opportunities to 
generalize skills in natural contexts (Hudson et al., 2013; Petersen, 2016; Spooner et al., 
2019).  Spooner et al. (2019) acknowledged that earlier studies focused on life skills and 
in vivo instruction identified as an evidenced-based practice, but that more recent reviews 
of studies are not occurring in community settings due to the focus on aligning instruction 
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with academic standards.  They suggested that in both research and in practice academic 
instruction aligned with content standards is not being generalized to functional life skills 
in real life contexts (Spooner et al., 2019).  While evidenced-based strategies have been 
identified, there continues to be variability in the literature that makes it difficult to 
specifically identify the curriculum approaches that will result in successful long-term, 
post-school outcomes in students with significant cognitive disabilities.  
 Theoretical approach.  Rather than the medical model of disability, strength-
based models and a social model of disability are argued to be more relevant models for 
instructing students with disabilities as it aligns with the ICF’s social-ecological model of 
disability (Acharya et al., 2017; Connor, 2019; Naraian & Schlessinger, 2017; 
Orentlicher, 2019; Thompson et al., 2017).  Strength-based models assess for functional 
performance under typical, everyday conditions and are more likely to help educators 
determine the contexts under which an individual would best function given their skills 
and appropriate supports.  The social model of disability aligns with the ICF framework 
as it looks at removing barriers to function and performance, rather than identifying 
component performance skills to improve within the individual who may never attain 
typical functioning compared to a non-disabled population.  The content of the 
professional development series will emphasize and utilize these theoretical approaches 
and integrate them into the curriculum to align with the best practices in the literature.    
 Approaches that link assessment to curriculum.  There has been an increasing 
call to make assessments programs, including state alternate assessments, more relevant 
to student curriculum for students with significant disabilities (Kingston et al., 2016).  It 
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is generally agreed that regardless of type of assessment program, educators benefit from 
professional development opportunities to link assessment information to student 
curriculum for ideal application to real life contexts (Kingston et al., 2016; Petersen, 
2016; Spooner et al., 2019).  The DLMAA and the MSAA are two assessment programs 
that directly link ongoing assessment to curriculum and align essential elements of core 
academic instruction based on the national standards (Petersen, 2016; Sir, 2017).  The 
DLMAA in particular has been identified as remediating the difficulties educators have 
with implementing useful assessment programs for students with significant cognitive 
disabilities. The DLMAA provides among other things, learning maps that serve to guide 
instruction and assessment, instructionally embedded assessments that provide ongoing 
feedback to improve student learning, and accessibility by design rather than using 
accommodations in the assessment process (Kingston et al., 2016).  However, as 
approximately half of the United States participates in the DLMAA and the MSAA while 
the other half have their own set of standards, it has been difficult for research to 
determine how each state’s alternate assessments or the multi-state assessments link to 
successful post-school outcomes even though they demonstrate ability to link to general 
education standards (Argabrite Grove, 2019; Karvonen et al., 2017; Kingston et al., 2016; 
Petersen, 2016; Sir, 2017).    
Other assessment and curriculum guides such as the Assessment of Basic 
Learning and Language Skills-Revised (ABLLS-R), the Assessment of Functional Living 
Skills (AFLS), and the Essential for Living (EFL) are programs that are intended to 
address functioning across multiple skills and contexts, but do not yet have published 
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reviews on their effectiveness (McGreevey et al., 2014; Partington, 2006; Partington & 
Mueller, 2016).  The EFL links most of their content domains to the CCSS and the 
Florida state standards using a matrix; the only domains that are not cross-referenced 
with the CCSS are the daily living skills domain and the tolerating skills domain 
(McGreevey et al., 2014).  While the skills themselves may not directly relate to general 
education standards, utilizing visual supports or a list of chores may relate indirectly to 
general education standards such as functional academic reading skills.  The AFLS and 
the EFL are both intended to be taught across environments as best as possible in natural 
settings, and are not technically age-specific, while the ABLLS-R is intended to be those 
skills demonstrated by children by the end of their kindergarten year (McGreevey et al., 
2014; Partington, 2006; Partington & Mueller, 2016).  Corkrean and Schwind (2019) 
suggested The Functional Curriculum for Teaching Students with Disabilities as another 
combination assessment and curriculum tool, but do not discuss other assessment and 
curriculum options such as the EFL and AFLS.  Given the latitude states and individual 
districts have in determining their own accountability requirements, a synthesis of the 
literature suggests that regardless of assessment programming, special education 
departments would benefit from professional development to link assessments to 
curriculum with the intention of providing the skills that result in improved overall 
functioning in their homes and communities.   
 Professional development.  Most of the available evidence surrounds educator 
readiness to serve students with significant cognitive disabilities.  Qualitative studies and 
reviews of the literature indicate that educators require greater preparation and 
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professional development to reduce confusion about curriculum access, implement 
evidenced-based practices, incorporate culturally grounded practices, and develop overall 
expertise (Petersen, 2016; Ruppar, Roberts, & Olson, 2018; Spooner et al., 2019; Sugita, 
2016).  Teacher perspectives of educating students with significant cognitive disabilities 
indicated that educators would benefit from ongoing professional development focusing 
on integrating life skills into core academics as they viewed functional life skill 
instruction and core academic curriculum content as separate entities (Petersen, 2016).  
Other recommended areas for development includes preparing educators who are 
learning theoretical frameworks that align with social models of participation and justice 
but are constrained by the reality of mandates and funding (Naraian & Schlessinger, 
2017).  
Professional development is warranted as special educators continue to have 
difficulty integrating general education standards and functional learning opportunities 
for students with significant disabilities (Bouck & Joshi, 2015; Desimone, 2009; 
Petersen, 2016; Ruppar et al., 2018; Spooner et al., 2019; Southward & Kyzar, 2017; 
Sugita, 2016).  Furthermore, the California Statewide Special Education Task Force 
(2015c) identified job-embedded coaching, mentoring, and ongoing support as being the 
best practices for adult learning in order to transfer a new skill into practice.  The task 
force reported the “spray and pray” (California Statewide Special Education Task Force, 
2015c, p. 38) style of workshop trainings results in poor long-term changes in employees’ 
behavior and ability to implement new practices when little to no follow up occurs to 
sustain the learned knowledge.  This aligns with one of the five core features of 
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professional development by Desimone (2009).  Desimone (2009) argued that lasting 
change requires professional development activities spanning over the course of at least a 
semester, or an intense workshop with follow up activities throughout the year for at least 
20 hours of contact time.  Citing adult learning theory, the California Statewide Special 
Education Task Force (2015c) reported that up to 90% of learners are successful in 
transferring new skills into practice when a combination of theory, demonstration, 
practice, and corrective feedback is provided in professional development trainings and 
then followed by job-embedded coaching.  
Ruppar et al. (2018) utilized Dreyfus’ 2004 stages of expertise to demonstrate 
how educators could advance through the five stages of expertise development, which 
ranged from novice, advanced beginning, competence, proficiency, and expertise with 
each stage having objective indicators.  They used these stages as a framework by which 
individuals at each stage practice five core practices of advocacy, systematic instruction, 
strengths-based approach, individualized instruction, and collaboration (Ruppar et al., 
2018).  Stephenson and Carter (2017) cited Gersten and colleagues’ work detailing six 
principles that promote lasting change in teacher behavior:  the teacher learning program 
needs to be practical and concrete; have clear guidelines and examples of how it will 
work in the classroom; the degree of change must be realistic and not too radical nor 
trivial; teachers must receive feedback on their efforts; teachers should see the changes in 
their students with the change in practice; and teachers need to be part of a network 
where there is mutual support.  Regardless of framework, the consensus in the literature 
is that professional development needs to be ongoing to be successful (California 
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Statewide Task Force, 2015c; Courtade et al., 2017; Desimone, 2009; Ledford et al., 
2017; Martin et al., 2015; Pennington, 2017; Wright & Prescott, 2018).  
 Organizational change.  “Teacher behavior change, much like student behavior 
change, often requires careful implementation planning” (Fixsen et al., 2010, as cited by 
Pennington, 2017).  Much of the available literature suggests frameworks and models by 
which to support employee skills and education, and as noted previously, more than one 
theoretical model will support an endeavor such as teacher behavior change and 
organizational change.  Behavior change in general tends to incorporate different 
theoretical models of change as different models focus on different aspects of change, 
whether individual, environmental, or social; it is usually acknowledged that no one 
theory fully addresses behavior change and that different models address successful 
changes in a more dynamic manner than in concrete stages of development.   
Ruppar et al. (2018) reviews how to progress educators from a novice level to that 
of an expert, while the Transtheoretical Model of Change has been applied to both health 
behavior changes as well as organizational change at the employee as well as the 
administrative or organizational level.  Abbott (2016) suggested that policy reform has 
the opportunity to establish new organizational routines as well as leadership 
opportunities across multiple levels within the educational setting.  While it is 
acknowledged that no one theoretical model will perfectly describe an individual’s or 
organization’s needs for change, it is well-documented that ongoing professional 
development trainings are recommended for lasting behavioral change so improved 
professional practices are sustained in organizational practice.  This professional 
		
56 
development series is intended to integrate the best practices from the literature for 
educating students with significant disabilities with the recommendations in the literature 
for educator training and successful professional development opportunities.   
Strengths and Weaknesses of Existing Research and Implications 
Previous research focusing on the needs of students with significant cognitive 
disabilities have focused on functional life skills, whereas current research has focused on 
how this student population can learn curriculum that aligns with the academic content 
standards.  There is a need for research that integrates academic content with functional 
life skills so that students are able to generalize and apply academic content in more 
naturalized contexts.  Those who research post-school outcomes in students with 
significant disabilities support generalization to naturalized contexts, something the 
occupational therapy profession has long supported (Corkrean & Schwind, 2019; Frolek 
Clark & Hollenbeck, 2019; Kardos & Prudhomme White, 2005; AOTA 2014; Shepherd, 
2019; Spooner et al., 2019).  The limitations of the existing research include a lack of 
differentiating life skills domains in both the research and the reviews of the literature, 
which limits how life skills interventions can be generalized or specified as being an 
effective intervention for long-term, post-school outcomes.  Another limitation is that 
reviews of the literature on the instruction of academic content acknowledge that the 
majority of the studies have focused on students with moderate disabilities, not severe 
disabilities.  This has likely contributed to why there is an ongoing difficulty in 
determining how to apply academic content standards with the intent of producing 
functional life outcomes.   
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Implications for Program Design  
 The federal government has allowed each state to develop and implement their 
own alternative assessments to demonstrate how students with disabilities are able to 
access general education content curriculum.  Almost half of the United States adopted 
one of the two multi-state assessments, while the rest of the states developed their own; 
as already noted this has made it difficult to ascertain which alternate assessment is most 
effective to guide curriculum for students with disabilities, and only serves to determine 
how well curriculum is aligned with general education content (Argabrite Grove, 2019; 
Sir, 2017; Spooner et al., 2019).  Research has been inconclusive regarding how 
functional life skills curriculum affects student outcomes (Alwell & Cobb, 2009; Bouck 
& Joshi, 2015).  What has been agreed upon are the evidenced-based interventions 
utilized to instruct students with disabilities (Corkrean, 2013; Courtade et al., 2017; 
Crabtree & Watson, 2019; Frolek Clark & Hollenbeck, 2019; Hong et al., 2015; Hudson 
et al., 2013; Kuhaneck & Watling, 2019; Shepherd, 2019; Spooner et al., 2019; Test et 
al., 2009; Wertalik & Kubina, 2017).  Additionally, while the correlations between type 
of curriculum and post-school outcomes are varied and inconclusive, it can be agreed that 
functional skills may positively impact post-school outcomes (Alwell & Cobb, 2009; 
Ayers et al., 2011; Berg et al., 2017; Bouck, 2010; Bouck & Joshi, 2015; Corkrean & 
Schwind, 2019; Hong et al., 2015; LaRue et al., 2016; Orentlicher, 2019; Shepherd, 2019; 
Test et al., 2009; Wertalik & Kubina, 2017).  Finally, there is great consensus that 
educators require ongoing professional development opportunities to instruct students 
with significant disabilities (Brock & Carter, 2016; California Statewide Task Force, 
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2015c; Courtade et al., 2017; Desimone, 2009; Ledford et al., 2017; Martin et al., 2015; 
Pennington, 2017; Petersen, 2016; Ruppar et al., 2018; Spooner & Browder, 2015; 
Stephenson & Carter, 2015; Sugita, 2016; Wright & Prescott, 2018). 
Given the evidence base, the implications for the proposed program design 
includes a staff development program that includes a review of the assessment and 
curriculum options for students with significant disabilities that serve to improve post-
school outcomes in this population while adhering to national legislation.  This can be 
done at the local level and could immediately impact student outcomes while impacting 
educator performance; at a macro level educators and researchers could follow Virginia’s 
example and advocate for performance-based alternate assessments.  Focusing on 
strength- and performance-based assessments and instruction are a hallmark to the 
occupational therapy profession and are hailed in the special education literature as being 
best practice with emerging legislation that supports student performance in real life 
contexts (Abbott, 2016; Bendixen & Kreider, 2011; Coster, 1997; Frolek, Clark, & 
Rioux, 2019; Hilton et al., 2013; Kardos & Prudhomme White, 2005; Sir, 2017; 
Thompson et al., 2017).  Staff development that integrates content standards with 
performance-based assessments and curriculum as a means to focus on improving 
functional life skills and post-school outcomes also paves the way for future policy 
reform at a higher organizational level.     
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CHAPTER THREE – Description of the Program 
Introduction 
The support for functional skill development for students with disabilities is 
addressed across state entities such as the California Department of Education (CDE), 
national organizations such as the American Occupational Therapy Association (AOTA), 
and internationally the World Health Organization (WHO, 2002).  AOTA’s document the 
Occupational Therapy Practice Framework (AOTA, 2014), and international documents 
such as the International Classification of Function, Health, and Disability (ICF) further 
support the rights of people to participate to their fullest abilities.  In the educational 
literature, Yun and Richardson (2013), McGreevy et al. (2014), and LaRue et al. (2016) 
advocate for functional living skills as the focus of a child’s educational career when they 
live with severe impairments.  This chapter describes an evidence-based professional 
development series for special education professionals that link the Common Core State 
Standards (CCSS) and functional life skills to support the needs of students with 
significant disabilities.  The intervention program will utilize organizational change 
models that will serve to guide the professional development series to better ensure 
lasting changes in educator behavior and the organization overall.  
Relevance of Program  
Existing literature for program content.  The professional development 
program draws upon evidence from the educational literature about post-school outcomes 
of students with significant disabilities (see Chapter 2 for a review of this literature).  In 
the occupational therapy profession, AOTA’s Centennial Vision and its subsequent 
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Vision 2025 call for increased utilization of performance measures that focus on function 
rather than component skills (Bendixen & Kreider, 2011; Brown & Bourke-Taylor, 2014; 
Coster, 1997; Hilton et al., 2013; Kardos & Prudhomme White, 2005).  This is further 
recommended in the field of special education to encourage generalization of skills across 
environments (Hoover, 2016; LaRue et al., 2016; Spooner et al., 2019; Thompson et al., 
2017; Wertalik & Kubina, 2017).  Researchers are advocating for the integration of 
academic content and functional skills instruction; however, the literature suggests 
educators of students with significant disabilities continue to have difficulty establishing 
this practice into their curriculum (Bobzien, 2014; Bouck, 2010; Browder et al., 2004; 
Collins & Ludlow, 2018; Lowrey et al., 2007; Petersen, 2016; Spooner et al., 2019).  
Accordingly, the professional development program presented in this chapter focuses on 
content that teaches educational staff how to develop curricula that elicits improved 
student participation and independence, looks at an individual’s ability to perform 
occupations across environments, and establishes students as functioning members of 
their community with roles and identities.   
Existing literature for program design.  The literature further suggests that 
teacher credential programs are not adequately preparing future teachers to instruct 
students with significant disabilities, and recommends that teachers in the field continue 
to receive training and support as part of professional development in their departments 
(Browder et al., 2005; Courtade et al., 2017; Cunningham et al., 2017; Martin et al., 
2015; Pennington, 2017; Petersen, 2016; Sugita, 2016).  Additionally, professional 
development is warranted for instructional assistants as well so they are able to 
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implement curriculum interventions to fidelity (Brock & Carter, 2016; Ledford et al., 
2017; Riesen & Jameson, 2018; Wright & Prescott, 2018).  However, establishing 
professional development training programs that aim to change employee behavior and 
practice requires a thoughtful program series that takes into account adult learning theory 
and organizational change models to ensure lasting change that is deemed feasible to 
implement by the individuals as well as by the organization itself (California Statewide 
Task Force, 2015c; Courtade et al., 2017; Cunningham et al., 2017; Desimone, 2009; 
Halalau et al., 2016; Ledford et al., 2017; Martin et al., 2015; Pennington, 2017; 
RamBihariLal Shrivastava & Saurabh Shrivastava, 2017; Stephenson & Carter, 2017; 
Wright & Prescott, 2018).   
Relevant policy.  Signed into law in 2015, the Every Student Succeeds Act 
(ESSA) continues to uphold high academic standards for students in order to prepare 
them for postsecondary education and future careers, while also mandating fidelity to 
evidenced-based practices (Argabrite Grove, 2019; Courtade et al., 2017; Frolek Clark & 
Rioux, 2019; Rioux & Chandler, 2019; Southward & Kyzar, 2017).  Currently students 
with disabilities are eligible to participate in their state’s alternative assessments rather 
than the statewide assessments general education students participate in, and each state 
has the freedom to develop and institute their own statewide assessments and statewide 
alternate assessments.  The literature suggests that state alternate assessments serve to 
show how that state’s curriculum adheres to the general education content standards for 
students with disabilities but link poorly to student IEP curricula, and do not demonstrate 
how students with disabilities will be able to use their education to become effective 
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community members (Kim et al., 2006; Towles-Reeves et al., 2009; Spooner et al., 
2019).  Approximately half of the United States utilize two different multi-state alternate 
assessments (DLMAA and MSAA), both of which have ongoing assessment and 
curriculum guides within them as well as professional development opportunities for 
implementation.  The other half continue to use their own statewide assessments, most of 
which like the DLMAA and MSAA, are computer-based.  Unique to the majority of 
states and computer-based statewide assessments, the state of Virginia amended their 
legislation to allow for performance-based measures as part of their statewide assessment 
practices.  Performance-based measures included student portfolios that were 
multidisciplinary in nature and intended to incorporate problem solving skills that would 
reflect critical thinking that is required in daily life and everyday situations (Abbott, 
2016).  This is a promising indicator that legislative entities are beginning to see 
functional performance and problem-solving skills as a better measure of student learning 
that will serve them after their high school years.  
Feasibility.  Adequate funding is always of concern in public education, and the 
cost of special education continues to rise across the nation as well as in the author’s state 
of California (Freedberg, 2019; Walsh et al., 2017).  Adding any extra costs to a 
department in public education must be scrutinized for feasibility and produce outcomes 
that outweigh the costs of investment.  The professional development series is based on 
the research evidence on educating those with significant disabilities, as well as the 
evidence literature focused on improving educator skills.  In addition to the research 
evidence, theoretical frameworks that support best practices in the disability field as well 
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as organizational change models are incorporated into the program to support a top-down 
approach to function and ensure lasting change in behavior.  The professional 
development program will work to incorporate current professional development 
requirements so as to not incur, or at least minimally incur, extra contract negotiations, 
and job-embedded coaching provides opportunities for on-the-job training that will not 
take away from educator prep time outside of student hours.  The professional 
development program will attempt to minimize the amount of extra work of curriculum 
development with collaborative projects as currently each classroom develops their own 
curriculum materials.  The high costs of caring for those with special needs over the 
course of their lifetimes and the reports on continued poor post-school outcomes for 
students with significant disabilities are such that this program is relevant and necessary.   
Inferences based on the evidence.  Based on the reviewed literature, the 
evidence supports ongoing professional development for those providing services to 
students with significant disabilities for both teaching professionals and instructional 
assistants (Brock & Carter, 2016; Browder et al., 2005; Courtade et al., 2017; 
Cunningham et al., 2017; Ledford et al., 2017; Martin et al., 2015; Pennington, 2017; 
Petersen, 2016; Riesen & Jameson, 2018; Sugita, 2016; Wright & Prescott, 2018).  There 
continues to be poor post-school outcomes for students with disabilities as they continue 
to be reliant upon caregivers for self-care, and are consistently under-employed or 
unemployed (Acharya et al., 2017; Bouck & Joshi, 2015; Corkrean & Schwind, 2019; 
LaRue et al., 2016; Riesen & Jameson, 2018; Southward & Kyzar, 2017; Walsh et al., 
2017; Wertalik & Kubina, 2017; Wilczenski et al., 2017).  Researchers are advocating for 
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those working in special education as well as in pediatric practice to incorporate more 
opportunities for students to generalize skills to natural contexts to better facilitate their 
functional performance in their communities with greater independence (Bendixen & 
Kreider, 2011; Brown & Bourke-Taylor, 2014; Coster, 1997; Hilton et al., 2013; Hoover, 
2016; Kardos & Prudhomme White, 2005 LaRue et al., 2016; Neely et al., 2016; Spooner 
et al., 2019; Thompson et al., 2017; Wertalik & Kubina, 2017).  Acknowledging the need 
to maintain high standards of academic content for students with disabilities, researchers 
also advocate for educators to be creative and integrate academic content with functional 
life skills and support the need for ongoing training to do this effectively.  Just like 
student learning, lasting change requires structured opportunities to learn and integrate 
their knowledge into everyday performance.   
Theoretical Grounding 
The program will facilitate these changes in a sustainable manner to support 
lasting organizational change.  It is theoretically grounded in the Transtheoretical Model 
as an overall theoretical framework; adult learning theory supports the specific learning 
processes in individuals.  The Transtheoretical Model of Change, which was explained in 
detail in Chapter 2, was chosen as the primary theoretical model upon which the program 
series would be based as it is a theoretical model whose intention is to effect lasting 
behavioral change in individuals and/or organizations, and frames both the problem as 
well as the solution.  The Transtheoretical Model has the capability to frame the factors 
contributing to the problem in practice of educational staff not having adequate training 
to integrate functional skills with academic content.  It also serves as a framework to 
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guide educational staff through individual changes in their practice as part of the solution 
while the administrative role helps to structure and guide employee change.  The 
processes of change are operationally defined for individual employees as well as those 
in administrative roles and are not mutually exclusive as both are necessary for successful 
and lasting change.   
Adult learning theory will be incorporated into the program structure of the 
professional development series as it is a learning theory that is based on problem-solving 
and collaborative learning experiences, and will facilitate the specific learning processes.  
As program content includes the implementation of evidenced-based practices, adult 
learning theory has been shown to be effective for improving implementation of 
evidenced-based practices when the theory is combined with learning opportunities that 
are integrated into available daily opportunities and organizational structure, and when 
the program learning opportunities are sustained over the course of an extended period of 
time for longitudinal exposure (Halalau et al., 2016).  Adult learning theory has also been 
reported to be an appropriate model upon which learning modules can be based 
(RamBihariLal Shrivastava & Saurabh Shrivastava, 2017).  Desired outcomes from 
integrating adult learning theory is to establish a motivating and collaborative learning 
environment during the professional development series, while the Transtheoretical 
Model will help structure and pace individual learning to better ensure lasting behavioral 
change for improved implementation of practices.   
Program Overview 
“Linking Educational Goals to Functional Life Outcomes:  A Professional 
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Development Series” is a professional development program for special educators 
working with students with significant disabilities.  Program content and delivery are 
evidence-based and theoretically-grounded.  The evidenced-based content of the program 
will help educational staff integrate functional life skills into academic curriculum, 
thereby supporting both functional as well as academic outcomes.  Using theory as a 
guide, delivery of the program will help educational staff make improved and sustainable 
changes in their practice.  Job-embedded coaching, mentoring, and ongoing support are 
considered best practices for adult learning in order to transfer a new skill into practice 
and following adult learning theory; up to 90% of learners are successful in transferring 
new skills into practice when a combination of theory, demonstration, practice, and 
corrective feedback is provided in professional development trainings and then followed 
by job-embedded coaching (California Statewide Task Force, 2015c).  The literature 
indicates behavioral change is not typically sustained without certain factors in place such 
as sufficient follow up, job-embedded coaching in natural environments, and elements of 
theoretical models that incorporate collaborative learning and feedback (California 
Statewide Task Force, 2015c; Ledford et al., 2017; Martin et al., 2015; Wright & 
Prescott, 2018).    
Program Content 
Below, descriptions of program content will include a discussion of how Alwell 
and Cobb’s (2009) life skills domains and academic curriculum will be integrated, using 
literacy skills as an example.  Descriptions of how the program will be delivered will also 
be discussed, as well as the role of personnel and the intended recipients of the program.  
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Desired outcomes from the collaborative development of content include improved 
curricular decisions for students with significant disabilities, improved ability to 
implement evidenced-based interventions, and improved outcomes for students.   
Domains of life skills.  The wide variation in what defines functional skills has 
contributed to the lack of research supporting functional skills curriculum.  It is hoped 
that aligning functional skills with established domains will lead to practice and research 
becoming more streamlined and more operationally defined.  It is hoped by doing this it 
will help guide future research and practice by reducing the variability and improving the 
operational definitions of what constitutes life skills.  The professional development 
program’s modules will focus on five domains of curricular life skills as identified by 
Alwell and Cobb (2009), who aligned their domains with Halpern’s 1994 definition of 
transition services, and serve to facilitate goal development based on assessment data and 
content standards.  These five domains include self-care and domestic living; recreation 
and leisure; communication and social skills; vocational skills; and other skills that 
contribute and are vital for community participation, which may include post-secondary 
education (Alwell and Cobb, 2009).   
Blending academic content and life skill domains.  Hyer and colleagues 
(Cooper-Duffy et al., 2014; Hyer, 2012) present an example of effectively blending 
academic content and functional skill development using a task analysis from Browder et 
al. (2008).  They pair the use of Functional Story Based Interventions with functional 
skill development (i.e., hand washing) in elementary aged students, blending academic 
content standards of emerging literacy skills with a functional life skill (Cooper-Duffy et 
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al., 2014; Hyer, 2012).  Cooper-Duffy and Hyer (2014) also present a seven-step thematic 
model educators can utilize to blend academic content and functional skills.  The 
professional development program modules expand to other daily living skills, vocational 
skills, and other tasks such as household chores and community participation activities.  
The modules also incorporate other academic content standards from math and science 
and utilize the best instructional strategies as identified in the research (Courtade et al., 
2017).  
Method of delivery.  The program will be delivered via mandated professional 
development activities throughout the year to special education teachers, instructional 
assistants, and related service providers.  Module sessions will occur five times per 
school calendar year as part of staff development requirements.  Emphasis will be how to 
integrate functional life skills with academic content, how they have been derived from 
performance-based assessments, and the most appropriate evidenced-based interventions 
for various skills within the modules, thereby ensuring best practice interventions for the 
student population.   
Program sessions will be multidisciplinary and collaborative, with breakout 
sessions that allow for focus on areas of interest.  As discussed in the introductory 
program manual in Appendix A, breakout groups will cover the subgroup content 
suggested in Table 1.1 as well as the matrices in Tables 1.2 and 1.3.  Table 1.1 in 
Appendix A describes each of the five modules as described by Alwell and Cobb (2009), 
with further sub-grouping of skills suggested for clarity and may be based on other 
recommendations in the literature, such as LaRue et al. (2016), Cooper-Duffy and Hyer 
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(2014), and Wilczenski et al. (2017).  While Table 1.1 suggests the modules will run in a 
sequence, it is recommended that breakout groups of educators, related service providers, 
and any paraprofessionals cover at least four of the five modules per professional 
development session.  This allows for each of the domains to be addressed rather than 
having to wait until the latter half of the year for a module session to address a topic; staff 
members and groups will address a different module content as appropriate within their 
areas of expertise with each professional development session.  Tables 1.2 and 1.3 in 
Appendix A are matrices for staff to utilize to guide programming.  Table 1.2 identifies 
relevant assessments and applicable standards based on the assessment and target skill, 
while Table 1.3 focuses on suggested goal areas with associated content standards and 
applicable evidenced-based interventions for the targeted skill.   
Each breakout group will be multidisciplinary and address an age band 
appropriate to the group.  Groups will work on matrices and upload to a shared drive to 
which all staff have access.  These shared drives will follow the modules by content area.  
This will allow staff to review and access the collaborative efforts of other staff members 
so there is a continuity of skill and goal development throughout the department as goals 
are developed and lessons implemented.  Paraprofessionals will be included in the 
collaborative process with an emphasis on their identifying and implementing to fidelity 
evidenced-based instructional strategies.  In addition to live multidisciplinary 
collaborative trainings, in-class follow up observations for fidelity checks as well as 
opportunities for staff to establish professional goals for themselves are also integral to 
the success of the program.   
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Monthly coaching sessions will include on-site follow up observations for fidelity 
checks as well as opportunities for staff to establish professional goals for themselves.  
This serves as the follow-through mentorship opportunities that are recommended in the 
literature to ensure staff are able to make lasting behavioral changes in their practice.  
Professional development activities that are ongoing, include mentorship and 
collaboration opportunities, and incorporate job-embedded instruction are supported in 
the literature (California Statewide Task Force, 2015c; Courtade et al., 2017; 
Cunningham et al., 2017; Desimone, 2009; Halalau et al., 2016; Ledford et al., 2017; 
Martin et al., 2015; Pennington, 2017; Wright & Prescott, 2018).   
Occupational therapy will be instrumental as the nature of the program will be 
how to implement occupation-focused interventions and curriculum based on occupation-
based assessments.  Occupation and natural contexts will be emphasized in professional 
development activities, as instruction and generalization of functional skills in natural 
contexts are best practice and evidenced-based (Bendixen & Kreider, 2011; Corkrean & 
Schwind, 2019; Frolek Clark & Hollenbeck, 2019; Hilton et al., 2013; Shepherd, 2019; 
Spooner et al., 2019; Test et al., 2009).  While there will be an emphasis on functional 
performance of skills and occupations and the program developed by an occupational 
therapy practitioner, the delivery and role of participating personnel will be more 
collaborative than didactic.   
Role of personnel.  The program sessions will have participants whose 
experience vary across disciplines, age ranges, and student population.  These 
professionals will include teaching professionals, as well as staff from a behavior analysis 
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field, school psychology, occupational therapy, physical therapy, speech and language, 
and professionals specializing in low incidence disabilities.  Special education teachers as 
well as paraprofessionals whose specialty and emphasis may be in postsecondary 
education, autism, multiple disabilities, and early childhood education and will be site 
and/or program specific will also have opportunities to contribute based on their expertise 
and experience.   
Mentorship structure will be determined by administration department approval.  
Mentors will participate in coaching to support other adult learners, such as the 
Participatory Adult Learning Strategies (PALS) framework, which is considered to be an 
evidenced-based approach to implementing professional development (Trivette, 2015).  
Mentor roles ill provide mentorship and coaching to other disciplines as the role of the 
mentorship coaches will be united in how educators implement learned information in 
their daily practice regardless of discipline.  Mentorship sessions will occur monthly on-
site in the classrooms, on campus, in the community, or at vocational sites with follow-up 
with the requisite staff member.  Mentorship sessions will emphasize collaboration and 
mentees’ active participation in their own growth and learning.  Ongoing educator growth 
will utilize the Autism and Low Incidence Classroom Observation Tool (ALCOT) by  
Pennington (2018), a one-page tool that helps educators ensure they are implementing 
best practices of teaching strategies that should be present in the classrooms for students 
with significant disabilities.  
Engaging outside contracted employees, whether they be service providers who 
participate in assessment and service delivery or classroom instructional staff who are 
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hired to provide more student or program-specific intervention, will occur as often as 
possible in the classroom and during school hours to minimize additional contractual 
negotiations.  This will ensure all team members in the classrooms are providing 
interventions to fidelity.   
Recipients of program.  The intended immediate recipients of the program are 
educational staff members who will have a variety of educational experience ranging 
from a high school diploma to post-graduate training.  Including all classroom staff as 
immediate recipients will require behavioral change at the individual level, and then 
hopefully growing outward with classroom fidelity and solidarity, and affecting 
behavioral change at the program and department level-even with staff that are not 
directly supporting classrooms but are supporting staff in other roles.   
Additional intended recipients of the program will be the students and their 
families as a result of the ongoing training opportunities staff are engaging in.  With 
greater independence with functional skills that carry over into other environments, 
students will also experience greater self-concept and improved social and vocational 
opportunities.  Familial and paid caregivers will experience fewer burdens as there is 
improved co-independence or independence in more daily life activities.  At a macro 
level, improved post-school outcomes in the student population will affect the community 
across social, vocational, and leisure opportunities and can be considered a macro-level 
recipient.  
Professional Development Program Examples 
 Two examples from the professional development program are included in 
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Appendix A and B.  A program manual designed to be the introductory overview for the 
program series’ five training modules that addresses the integration of functional life 
skills and academic content for students with moderate to severe disabilities is included 
as Appendix A.  Elements of the program design were discussed in the above sections of 
Program Content, Method of Delivery, and Role of Personnel.  The second is a planned 
research design that will study the effectiveness of integrating academic content and 
functional skills in a single subject non-concurrent multiple baseline design (see 
Appendix B).  The purpose of the planned research design is twofold-to demonstrate 
effectiveness of the program’s emphasis of integrating academic content and functional 
skills using evidenced-based practices to fidelity; and to add to the research literature as 
designed by Cooper-Duffy et al. (2014).  Hyer and colleagues paired functional skill 
development in elementary aged students blending academic content standards of 
emerging literacy skills with hand washing (Cooper-Duffy & Hyer, 2014; Cooper-Duffy 
et al., 2014; Hyer, 2012).  Incorporating research as part of the project will serve to 
contribute to the literature on educating students with significant disabilities.  The 
utilization of single subject study design research will also serve as an additional 
evaluative component of program effectiveness beyond that of the educational staff 
program evaluation (as described in Chapter 4).   
Desired Outcome 
The desired short-term outcome of this proposed program will be for the special 
education department to incorporate ongoing professional development opportunities that 
continues to mentor staff throughout the year to ensure implementation and fidelity of 
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intervention of instructional practices to facilitate the recommended practice of 
integrating functional life skills with academic content for students with significant 
disabilities.  Through the professional development program, short-term outcomes will 
include staff linking educational goals to functional skills, and collaborating on their 
individual professional skill development.   
Intermediate desired outcomes, or lasting change in educator performance will 
strive toward successfully writing IEP goals that link academic content standards to 
functional goals, demonstrating continuous improvement and efficiency while 
maintaining fidelity to instruction and evidence-based practices.  Successful 
implementation of the program will demonstrate positive intermediate desired outcomes 
in sustained behavioral change that results in improvements in daily intervention practice 
by implementing IEP goals in practice using evidenced-based practices.   
Incorporating curriculum that focuses on functional outcomes that are generalized 
into natural environments and contexts will contribute to improved student outcomes 
long-term, increasing student and family quality of life, and reducing caregiver burden 
while increasing the young adult’s participation in their community.  Other potential 
long-term outcomes could be having a dedicated and supportive educational staff 
program in place if and when legislative changes include incorporating functional skills 
into state portfolios as has been initiated in the state of Virginia.   
Potential Barriers 
There are numerous barriers that could impact the functionality of this program.  
Some school districts have mandatory staff development trainings throughout the year on 
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days when students are not in session, while others offer optional staff development 
opportunities at the beginning of the year.  Having mandatory attendance at staff 
development training days may result in more effective learning opportunities when 
training opportunities are mandated and targeted rather than accrued intermittently 
according to each staff member’s choice.  Having a dedicated system in place that tracks 
recurring staff training requirements such as CPR/First Aid and crisis intervention 
training will ensure that staff are up to date on safety specific trainings.  However, staff 
may resist mandatory attendance due to lack of interest, lack of perceived relevance, and 
many may have scheduling conflicts with training days and times.  Staff attrition may 
occur due to the increased oversight during observation opportunities and potential need 
for staff improvement efforts; with this, departmental administrative staff will have to 
work with each bargaining unit as well as human resources to determine how staff 
participation and progress or lack thereof will be followed through with.  Being mindful 
of employee morale will be important as the proposed program does impact the 
department as a whole as it intends to make some professional development components 
mandatory rather than voluntary.   
Conclusion 
Post-school outcomes indicate that students with significant disabilities continue 
to be under employed in their communities, rely on their caregivers for care, and 
experience fewer social opportunities than their peers (Acharya et al., 2017; Bouck & 
Joshi, 2015; Corkrean & Schwind, 2019; LaRue et al., 2016; Riesen & Jameson, 2018; 
Southward & Kyzar, 2017; Walsh et al., 2017; Wertalik & Kubina, 2017; Wilczenski et 
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al., 2017).  The professional development training series is a collaborative program with 
job-embedded mentorship training opportunities to fill the gap in the literature and in 
practice when it comes to how educators are trained to educate students with significant 
disabilities.  The program content will include five distinct and collaborative modules 
based on Alwell and Cobbs’ (2009) five domains of life skills (see Appendix A, Table 
1.1).  As part of the ongoing intervention and program series, a single subject study 
design will serve to determine effectiveness of the curricular intervention emphasis of 
linking functional skills with academic content, starting with a functional based story 
intervention and a life skill such as eating with a utensil (see Appendix B).   
The professional development series is designed to impact how educational staff 
emphasize functional skills and utilize performance-based assessments to inform their 
curriculum decisions based on content standards and subsequent intervention approaches 
(see Appendix A, Tables 1.2 and 1.3).  Theory will guide adult learning to facilitate 
individual and organizational change and ensure sustained improvements in practice.  
Sustained and improved educational practices will improve student educational outcomes 
as educational staff will be implementing best practices based on the literature.  This will 
occur with the recommended practices in the literature that are also based on adult 
learning theories such as having collaborative learning experiences, job-embedded 
coaching in natural environments, and constructive feedback for learning.   
 Educator outcomes include their effective participation in the professional 
development series, resulting in them integrating their learning into their daily practice 
and eliciting lasting change in how they educate students with significant disabilities.  As 
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a result of positive educator outcomes, student outcomes will improve as education will 
be more relevant to their natural environments, and academic content will be more 
transferrable to real life contexts for more effective problem solving.  Long-term 
outcomes for students include improved post-school outcomes such as increased 
independence, increased occupational roles, and lesser caregiver burden in the home and 




CHAPTER FOUR – Evaluation Plan 
Regional special education programs often serve students who are significantly 
impacted by their diagnoses, requiring educational programs be individually targeted to 
their needs.  Students with severe disabilities are also expected to participate and make 
progress in their general education curriculum; the ideal is that they become functional 
and active members of their community like their general education peers.  As reported 
by LaRue et al. (2016) and Lowrey et al. (2007), there continues to be a disconnect 
between the curriculum and functional outcomes; the ideal is to link educational goals to 
functional life skills that can be generalized in a natural environment.  “Linking 
Educational Goals to Functional Life Outcomes: A Professional Development Series” 
will work with educational staff to accurately and comprehensively meet the functional 
needs of students with significant disabilities while providing curriculum that is aligned 
with the national legislation such as the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 (No 
Child Left Behind, [NCLB], 2003).  Students who are significantly impaired by their 
disability need educational programs with these elements that prepare them to be their 
most independent selves throughout their educational careers and beyond into their post-
school lives.   
Program Scenario and Stakeholders 
“Linking Educational Goals to Functional Life Outcomes: A Professional 
Development Series” is based on the current literature and evidence on the post-school 
outcomes of students with disabilities and utilizes the social model of disability to frame 
intervention supports.  During the professional development and mentorship series, 
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educational staff better identify how assessments, goals, and curriculum link to functional 
outcomes for students with severe disabilities.  The intended stakeholders will include the 
author, departmental and organizational team members, and other district superintendents 
who also function as program funding and policy decision makers.  The program setting 
will be delivered on a school campus and in a community setting to provide opportunities 
for learning in a natural context.  
 
Figure 4.1. Case Scenario 
 
Students in a regional public school special education program in the Monterey Bay area 
of California serve students with moderate to severe disabilities.  Programs in the special 
education department include early intervention, non-categorical preschool through high school 
classrooms, classrooms serving students with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) ranging from 
preschool through high school, and four non-categorical Post Senior classes on two different 
campuses.  Academic goals range from tracing and forming letters, personal name, rote counting, 
1:1 correspondence, addition and subtraction, reading sight words, reading passages, answering 
comprehension questions, etc.  Functional academics include goals such as identifying bills and 
coins, using the dollar up strategy, and responding appropriately to community signs.  Behavioral 
goals may include accepting the removal of preferred items, responding to their name, reducing 
incidences of aggression or elopement.  Functional daily living skills may include goals such as 
learning to wipe thoroughly after a bowel movement, transition to oral feedings from g-tube 
feedings as appropriately safe, expand repertoire of foods when presenting with extreme food 
selectivity, tolerating or demonstrating increased independence brushing teeth, using an ATM or 
prepaid debit card, using public transportation, calling a caregiver, and using written expression 
for functional communication purposes such as texting, emailing, and sending thank-you cards.   
The Essential for Living (EFL) assessment and the Assessment of Functional Living 
Skills (AFLS) are being slowly introduced as assessment and curriculum with the student 
population but are not being used comprehensively, nor instructed to fidelity based on evidenced-
based practices.  The Assessment of Basic Learning and Language Skills-Revised (ABLLS-R) 
has been used for the elementary aged ASD population for a number of years.  All three of these 
assessments are criterion-referenced, with only the EFL cross-referencing the CCSS for 
functional academics, behavior, and communication domains.  Currently staff are not referencing 
the CCSS with use of the EFL.  The Pediatric Evaluation of Disability Inventory (PEDI) and the 
Roll Evaluation of Activities of Life (REAL) are utilized by the occupational therapists in the 
department.  One therapist, the current author, has been calibrated as a valid rater of the 
Assessment of Motor and Process Skills (AMPS).  While the EFL links five of seven domains in 
its curriculum program to the CCSS and staff members have access to other functional curriculum 
models, there has been little ongoing training to integrate academic content standards with 
functional life skills.   
 
Figure 4.1.  Case scenario as a justification for the proposed program 
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Students and their families are the ultimate intended audience to benefit from this 
program as an occupation and performance-based program serves to develop young 
adults whose education truly results in participating and active members of their 
community, with established and continuously emerging identities and roles.   
Vision for the Program Evaluation Research 
The proposed program will provide staff with the information they need to 
approach functional assessment and implementation of functional curriculum in special 
education programs for students with severe disabilities while staying true to the national 
legislation.  The program evaluation research plan’s short-term outcomes will evaluate 
whether staff are linking CCSS to functional life skills in curricula.  The short-term 
vision for the program evaluation results will provide information regarding the current 
program for students with severe disabilities, and give direction for staff and 
administration to ensure that students have the best opportunities to apply their 
educational program to real life contexts.  Another short-term vision for the program 
evaluation is to use evaluation results to advocate for continuing the program each year 
for new staff and build upon the program for returning staff (see Chapter 3 for program 
description).   
The program evaluation research’s long-term results will produce educational 
staff who are better equipped to educate students with significant disabilities, resulting in 
students’ improved quality of life and post-school outcomes.  Educators and service 
providers will use the program evaluation results as a framework to further build and 
incorporate new knowledge and skills into their practice, making iterative adjustments 
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according to department needs, interest, and best practices.  Administrators and mentors 
will continuously monitor student programming to reflect improved progress toward 
functional life outcomes as educators become more competent educating students with 
severe disabilities.  As program evaluation results are articulated and documented, 
dissemination of results will expand to outside agencies as well as other occupational 
therapy practitioners, as almost one quarter of occupational therapy practitioners work in 
the public schools and are expanding their roles into collaborative leadership and 
program evaluation opportunities (Rioux & Chandler, 2019; Rioux, Stephenson, & 
Frolek Clark, 2019).   
Simplified Logic Model of the Program and Program Evaluation 
A logic model is a visual representation of reasoning that depicts how a proposed 
program is expected to produce change when certain conditions are in place.  The 
simplified logic model (Figure 4.2) demonstrates how organizational change of the 
department at the employee and administrative level serves to improve student outcomes 
via ongoing professional development.  The logic model demonstrates the outcomes of 









Figure 4.2. Logic model of the program evaluation. 
 
 
Engagement of Stakeholders  
Primary stakeholders will include department educators, as well as department 
and agency administration.  Other stakeholders may include professionals who have the 
capability to implement a similar program in their own areas, and may include other 
educators, administrations, and professionals such as occupational therapy practitioners.  
Stakeholders will want to know how change in programming and the extra work in 
aligning functional outcomes and the CCSS will contribute to improved quality of life for 
students and their families without being a downgraded version of the CCSS or 
negatively impacting educators.  The literature indicates that educators perceive that 
aligning core content to life skill instruction as distinct and separate subject areas, and 
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aligning special education curriculum to general education content improved quality of 
education but increased their workload and paperwork (Kingston et al., 2016; Petersen, 
2016).  Professional development that is collaborative and includes professionals in the 
program planning, implementation, and evaluation phases will heighten their awareness 
of the benefits of aligning functional skills and CCSS in curriculum, particularly with 
regards to positive student outcomes.   
Preliminary Exploration and Confirmatory Process 
Communication with stakeholders will range from live meetings to virtual ones, 
and other communication occurring in other electronic format such as email and shared 
drives.  Stakeholders will be invited to participate so qualitative and quantitative research 
questions can be answered more completely for the stakeholder group, to encourage 
collaboration, and to elicit stakeholder input on refinement of the program evaluation 
design elements.  Those actively involved in program delivery will be involved with 
program planning and implementation.   
Program Evaluation Research Questions by Stakeholder Group 
Table 4.1 provides a side-by-side glance of the research questions that would be 
relevant to each stakeholder group.  The research design and study methodology in the 
following sections should answer the quantitative and qualitative research questions for 
each stakeholder group.  The following questions would be answered as part of a 










Types of Program Evaluation Research Questions 
 
Educators actively involved in 
program delivery:  
 
• Case managers/school 
psychologists 
• Head teachers 
• Related service providers 
• Teachers 
 
Qualitative:   
• What components of program implementation would best 
fit participant needs and student profiles to ensure best 
student outcomes?  
• How do the participants feel their level of competency 
match the results of the retrospective study?  
 
Quantitative:   
• To what extent are the student goals aligned with the 
CCSS and functional skill outcomes?  
• Did participants adequately link occupation-based, 
functional skills assessments to CCSS and functional life 
skills outcomes consistent with program goals?  
• Did participants gain needed knowledge in identifying 
how assessment protocols and curriculum progress 
students toward functional life outcomes? 
• Did participants gain perceived competence implementing 
IEP goals to best practice standards? 
 
Departmental and educational 
organization administration:  
 
• Special education 
department director 
• Special Education Local 
Planning Area (SELPA) 
director or SELPA 
representative 
• County superintendent or 
representative 
Qualitative:   
• Does the content of the retrospective study results and 
intended program meet departmental goals?  
• Does the content provide employees with the tools to 
align curriculum with the national legislation, education 
code, and best practice interventions?   
• Is the content replicable to other settings and other 
populations?  
 
Quantitative:   
• Will the data show desired changes of student outcomes?  
• Will the data show desired changes in staff departmental 
goals?  
• Can the data link a student’s education to post-school 
outcomes?  
• How does the program impact the cost-benefit analysis of 









Types of Program Evaluation Research Questions 
 
 
Funding districts and other 
agencies and community 
organizations:  
• City district special 
education directors 
• City district 
superintendents or 
representatives 
• Local regional center 










• Are the long-term goals adequate to improve functional 
life post-school outcomes to where it impacts agencies 
and care providers who serve adults with disabilities?  
• Do consumers of services and their families report 
improved quality of life after the intervention was 
implemented?  
 
Quantitative:   
• Will the data show that the program addresses the long-
term vision?  
• Will the data show that occupation-based assessments 
can align with the CCSS?  
• Will the data show that occupation-based assessments 
and best practice interventions improve functional 




The research design will be a repeated measures design.  The pre-test will include 
the use of the Autism and Low Incidence Classroom Observation Tool (ALCOT) by 
Pennington (2018) within the first two months of the school year, taking place in the 
natural classroom or community setting.  Following the initial ALCOT observation, the 
staff development series will provide ongoing opportunities for professional growth and 
clearly link assessment to academic content and functional skills, and use evidenced-
based strategies to implement student goals.  Collaborative mentorship follow-up 
sessions will occur on a monthly basis in the classroom and community settings to 
support the adult learning process and ensure teaching strategies are being implemented 
to fidelity.  The ALCOT (Pennington, 2018) will be administered at the end of the school 
year after the professional development series concludes as a post-test to determine how 
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well educators implemented and applied the information they learned throughout the 
year.  A post-program survey will provide formative program evaluation and gain insight 
to the educators’ perceptions of the professional development series.   
Methods 
A one-group pre-test post-test design will determine how classroom educators 
implement evidenced-based instruction for students with significant disabilities.  
Incorporating the ALCOT (Pennington, 2018) as an educator observation and assessment 
tool pre-test and post-test will determine how well educators apply learned content from 
the professional development series and will serve as a summative program evaluation 
tool.  For the purposes of formative program evaluation, the post-program staff survey 
delivered at the end of the program series will gather qualitative data using a grounded-
theory approach to determine how relevant the professional development opportunities 
were to educational staff and their student population to produce improved student 
outcomes.    
 To recruit the number of anticipated staff participants, the majority of the program 
intervention will occur during work hours.  Anticipated number of staff participants for a 
small department is approximately 40 educational staff who have daily interactions with 
the student population.  For the educational staff surveys, probationary staff will be 
excluded and only permanent staff will be included for participation unless probationary 
staff exceeds 20% of the potential population of the total teaching staff.  Contracted 
special circumstances instructional support staff who are hired from outside private 
agencies will be excluded at this point in time as contracted staff are usually not obligated 
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nor are they paid to participate in educational agency trainings.   
 Formative or process research data gathering.  Research methodology will 
include a staff survey after the professional development series concludes at the end of 
the school year.  Questions will include staff opinion on how the program was run and 
how well the content applied to their student population and practice.  Questions will also 
include staff opinion on how it could be improved upon, or what they would like to see 
incorporated into future segments of the series.  Questions will include fixed-choice 
answers in the form of rating scales as well as open-ended questions to provide an 
opportunity to contribute their professional opinion as to the future development of the 
program.  Surveys will be provided to all educational staff that provide daily intervention 
to students with severe disabilities such as teachers, related service providers, and 
instructional aides.  Case managers, behavior analysts, and school psychologists will also 
complete the same survey as their responsibilities include some measure of oversight 
over classroom instruction and can further ensure fidelity and inter-rater reliability.  The 
survey will be in an online format accessible via each employee’s work email address.  
Survey software will analyze the numerical data while the author will analyze the 
qualitative information by identifying themes in the open-ended narrative responses.   
Formative or process data management and analysis.  Qualitative data will be 
coded into themes that describe the relationships between phenomena.  Analytic 
triangulation, or using more than one method of data analysis, will be utilized to describe 
both short-term and long-term program visions.  Hermeneutic methodology such as a 
thematic analysis fits with the iterative process of ongoing program development 
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trainings and the needs of a department, while explanatory methods can help support the 
long-term vision of the program intervention to determine the long range impact of 
intervention.  Qualitative data will be compared and contrasted using descriptive 
statistics, in order to describe the perspectives of staff that participated in the professional 
development series and mentorship program.  Survey software such as HubSpot, NVivo, 
Qualtrics, or WebQDA are potential platforms that will support the data management.   
Summative or outcome research variables and measurement.  The 
independent variable for summative research will be the professional development series 
that will occur throughout the school year.  The dependent variables for this intervention 
program include increased competency of assessment, goal-writing, and intervention of 
educational staff.  These skills will be measured by use of the ALCOT (Pennington, 
2018) observation tool at the end of the year and will utilize the ALCOT Implementation 
Plan in the monthly mentoring sessions throughout the year as educators will collaborate 
with mentors to develop personal professional goals and objectives.  Participant 
characteristics will be the educational staff in a department that serves approximately 100 
students, which averages about 40 teachers, related service providers, and instructional 
aides.   
 Summative or outcome data management and analysis.  For management of 
summative data, SPSS would be the best fit the management of descriptive statistics for 
analysis.  Correlation analyses may help link the intervention of the assessment and 
curriculum to improved student outcomes, which will over time provide the data to 
support the program’s long-term interventions.  Frequencies and means will describe the 
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utilization frequencies of occupation-based student goals for pre-test and post-test 
outcomes.  Descriptive statistics may also be utilized to describe the changes in employee 
behavior and skill development over the course of the program.  
Disseminating the Findings of Program Evaluation Research 
Dissemination of findings in the program evaluation report will occur in different 
formats depending upon the stakeholder population.  A powerful summary paragraph will 
be utilized for future professional development trainings provided the null hypothesis is 
rejected and the research hypothesis has the effect it was designed to impact, that is 
improved educator performance as indicated by the summative program evaluation in the 
form of the ALCOT, as well as formative evaluative information in the form of a staff 
survey at the end of the professional development series/after the post-test ALCOT.  This 
will engage future educators to participate in the professional development series with 
minimal resistance.  An executive summary will be utilized for agency administrators, 
superintendents, and other community stakeholders to communicate the short-term 
outcomes and long-term outcomes based the program vision.  A longer technical report 
will be available as appropriate for generalization to other potential program sites beyond 
the pilot site.  These varying reports will summarize and disseminate results to ensure 
continuation of stakeholder engagement to the program.
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CHAPTER FIVE – Funding Plan 
Project Description  
 Students with the most significant disabilities require instruction that incorporates 
general education content standards with functional life skills that can be successfully 
generalized or learned in natural contexts.  This project is a professional development and 
mentorship series that helps special educators link educational standards to functional life 
skills to support improved post-school outcomes.  Such an occupation and performance-
based program serves to develop young adults whose education truly results in 
participating and active members of their community, with established and continuously 
emerging identities and roles.  It is based on the current literature and evidence on the 
post-school outcomes of students with disabilities and utilizes the social model of 
disability to frame intervention supports.  The program also integrates organizational 
change models to support departmental cohesion and progression while reframing 
educational programming with the intention of improving post-school outcomes by 
operationally defining expected outcomes and behaviors of educational staff to be 
demonstrated in order to effect change (California Statewide Special Education Task 
Force, 2015c; Craig, et al., 2019; Gainforth et al., 2015; Moller et al., 2017).  As noted in 
Chapter 2, administrative support will be an important variable that contributes to the 
successful implementation of instructional practices and ensures teacher buy-in (Collins 
& Ludlow, 2018; Towles-Reeves et al., 2009).  While the program has a 
multidisciplinary focus, the program is unique in that it specifically focuses on how a 
student’s special educational program translates to greater functional interdependence or 
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independence in the home, workplace, and community.   
Professional development is warranted as special educators continue to have 
difficulty integrating general education standards and functional learning opportunities 
for students with significant disabilities (Bouck & Joshi, 2015; Desimone, 2009; 
Petersen, 2016; Ruppar et al., 2018; Spooner et al., 2019; Southward & Kyzar, 2017; 
Sugita, 2016).  Furthermore, the California Statewide Special Education Task Force 
(2015c) identified job-embedded coaching, mentoring, and ongoing support as being the 
best practices for adult learning in order to transfer a new skill into practice.  The task 
force reported the “spray and pray” (California Statewide Special Education Task Force, 
2015c, p. 38) style of workshop trainings results in poor long-term changes in employees’ 
behavior and ability to implement new practices when little to no follow up occurs to 
sustain the learned knowledge.  This aligns with one of the five core features of 
professional development by Desimone (2009).  Desimone (2009) argued that lasting 
change requires professional development activities spanning over the course of at least a 
semester, or an intense workshop with follow up activities throughout the year for at least 
20 hours of contact time.  Citing adult learning theory, the California Statewide Special 
Education Task Force (2015c) reported that up to 90% of learners are successful in 
transferring new skills into practice when a combination of theory, demonstration, 
practice, and corrective feedback is provided in professional development trainings and 
then followed by job-embedded coaching.  
Available Local Resources 
A small multidisciplinary workgroup will initially be convened to further develop 
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the structure of the professional development series and facilitate the program throughout 
the year.  Ideally, this group will include at least one occupational therapy practitioner, 
speech and language therapist, a school psychologist/case manager, and special education 
teachers representing elementary through high school/post senior age ranges.  This 
program will utilize existing personnel working in a public education regional program of 
the author’s county of residence and current employer, with shifts in allocation of 
workdays and staff development hours to focus on initial development of the program in 
order to minimize the hours required in extra work agreements for each staff member 
participating in the work group (Table 5.1).   
Mentorship and job-embedded coaching may require a shift in caseload/workload 
or a stipend for mentorship time.  Currently teachers have the opportunity to earn a 10% 
stipend as a lead teacher whose responsibilities include mentorship; recruiting a lead 
teacher as a workgroup participant would minimally impact the budget as an additional 
expense as this role would formalize their responsibilities on a regular basis (Santa Cruz 
County Office of Education, 2018a).  School psychologists and case managers receive a 
10% stipend for their responsibilities; they may seek additional stipend monies to account 
for the additional responsibility if it significantly impacts their current responsibilities.  
Currently occupational therapists do not have an opportunity to obtain stipends for 
mentorship responsibilities per their bargaining unit contract (Santa Cruz County Office 
of Education, 2018b).  Speech and language therapists are not included as having 
additional responsibilities, but their contract does allow them to advocate for such as 
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Utilization of extra non-student work days as well as required staff development 
hours per each professionals’ contract will help to offset the initial year’s 
expenses.  While Table 5.1 indicates a minimum of five extra days in each professionals’ 
contract, it should be noted that two of the contract days include a beginning of the 
school year mandatory orientation as well as one work day prior to the first day of 
school.  This leaves three days of staff development or workdays for teachers and 
occupational therapy practitioners, seven days for speech and language therapists, and 
twelve days for school psychologists.  The differences between contract days can be 
attributed to reclassification efforts by each respective profession that reflects 
acknowledged changes in duties and responsibilities that result in changes in position 
attributes such as position title, level, and salary.   
Staff development hours must be utilized outside of regular work hours; the 
differential in staff development requirements lies in the difference in contract unions and 
how each profession is classified.  Occupational therapy practitioners are considered 
hourly employees under the California School Employees Association (CSEA) 
bargaining unit, while the other professionals are served under the California Teachers 
Association (CTA) bargaining unit and are considered salaried employees.  In the state of 
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California occupational therapists are not credentialed employees in the school system, 
and their classification ranges from district to district as do professional development 
opportunities and practices.  It is not the purpose of this paper to discuss occupational 
therapy’s position on credential status, but the Occupational Therapy Association of 
California (OTAC) is exploring the possibility of a workgroup to determine whether 
occupational therapy practitioners could be better served as a credentialed school 
employee (Occupational Therapy Association of California, 2020).  
Additionally, the examples from Chapter 3 will serve as a base model upon which 
the rest of the professional development program will be built and will help to conserve 
resources as the theoretical foundations and evidence base has already been 
established.  Most of the needed assessments and curriculum are already in use, but could 
be better integrated and utilized across all staff with a more unified and programmatic 
focus while maintaining individualized student needs with ongoing professional 
development.  It is recommended to add the ALCOT (Pennington, 2018), which is an 
educator observational tool for those instructing students with moderate to severe 
disabilities.  For the purposes of training, some additional expenses will likely occur to 
ensure all staff undergoing training will have access to materials.  The author’s current 
employing agency owns their office building, which contains a number of meeting spaces 
of varying sizes with technology resources also accessible.  This alleviates the cost of 
renting space and ensures large group training opportunities as well as small group 
breakouts. 
Additional training sites can include the campus classrooms and community work 
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sites as job-embedded instruction and coaching is a strategy that is known to ensure 
lasting change (California Statewide Special Education Task Force, 2015c).  Available 
technology resources are already available via the agency’s technology department, who 
has adopted G-Suite from Google; this allows for tools such as free virtual meetings, 
document sharing, survey development, web design, as well as usable classroom features.  
The agency also provides access to Adobe Acrobat Cloud applications, opening the 
possibilities to in-house development of professional development videos and 
assessments.   
Needed Resources: Budget 
The most significant resources will include negotiating with special education 
staff members who belong to two different bargaining units how best to use non-student 
workdays and staff development hours.  It is recommended to utilize a Temporary 
Service Agreement to incentivize participation for the first year of program development 
and roll out.  This can be done if extra time is required beyond agreed upon use of staff 
development and non-student workdays and will vary given the range of contract days 
per profession as demonstrated in Table 5.1.  This most likely will include special 
education teachers and occupational therapy practitioners as their contract days are fewer 
than those of the school psychologists/case managers and speech and language therapists.  
This extra work agreement for an agreed upon unit of time for a special project that does 
not interfere with regular work responsibilities and hours as project work occurs outside 
of contract hours; it is suggested the primary author complete the bulk of the manual 
development with workshop participant input.  The extra work agreement is paid at the 
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employee’s regular salary and would not result in overtime accrual at time-and-a-half of 
the employee’s salary/wage.  Flex time is another option and opportunity staff members 
can request in lieu of an extra work agreement, in which they are afforded an equivalent 
time off for extra time earned after receiving approval for a flex time request from the 
associate superintendent.  Flex time is more realistic to utilize in the second and all 
subsequent years of the program, as the time required in actual post contract hours 
training would likely be no more than 20 hours.  
As discussed earlier, many resources will not incur significant additional costs 
other than additional toner, paper, and binding supplies for program manual development, 
all of which can be completed in-house.  Much of the work may be saved to Google 
Drive as shared drives and folders in order to save printed resources.  Laptops are already 
provided to off-site staff such as teachers and related service providers, and staff 
members have access to in-house presentation technology in the office building.  The 
department has one portable projector, but a second projector and portable stand-alone 
screen may benefit off-site learning requiring video demonstrations.  Table 5.2 describes 
the first year as well as the second year estimated expenses that includes personnel, 












1st Year Expense 
 







group participant  
 
$55.35/hr. x approx.  
40 hours min. 
= $2,214 
 
24 hours of staff  
development can be 
utilized  
 




work group participant  
 
“daily rate for 
additional days” x 20 
hours = $1,095 
 
21 hours of staff 
development can be 
utilized + 12 days 
 




work group participant  
 
“daily rate for 
additional days” x 20 
hours = $974.20 
 
21 hours of staff 
development can be 
utilized + 7 days 
 
 





work group participant  
 
 
“daily rate for 
additional days” x no. 
of participants x 20 
hours = $2,045  
 
 
21 hours of staff 
development can be 
utilized 
Vankyo Leisure 3 Mini 
projector (2)  
Technology for off-
site learning 
$89.99 x 2 = $179.98 $0 
 
Projector screen with 









projector tripod stand (2)   
Technology for off-
site learning 
$27.94 x 2 = $55.88 $0 
 
Educator assessment 





Travel: mileage RT from 
main office to each site 
1–2x/month 
 
Observational tool to 
identify quality of 




Ave. 8 school and  
12–15 Workability 
sites @ $0.57.5  
 
15 classrooms:  
$249 license for five 




8 school sites:  
$48.40  
12 Workability: 
$46.46 (1x/month)  
 

















1st Year Expense 
 
2nd Year Expense 








Estimated Totals for 
Dissemination (Chapter 
6):   
 
 $5200 $249–$720 
Estimated Totals:  
 
 $12,785.90 $348 – $819 
Note. *Estimated “daily rate for additional days” based on yearly salary and 5 years’ experience 
 
    
Potential Funding Sources 
The California Statewide Special Education Task Force (2015b) published 
recommendations that would increase funding and service delivery opportunities for 
students with disabilities; however, most of their recommendations are at the policy 
level.  Santa Cruz County school districts are some of the 982 districts in California that 
participate in the Medi-Cal Administrative Activities Program, a reimbursement program 
for Medi-Cal eligible students with IEPs who receive direct services for necessary health 
services, but according to a 2000 United State General Accounting Office report, 
California ranked in the bottom quartile in average claim per Medicaid eligible student 
among other states with similar school-based Medicaid programs (California Statewide 
Special Education Task Force, 2015b).  In the state of California, evaluation and re-
evaluation services as well as direct services are billable; group services and consultation 
services are not currently billable for occupational therapy practitioners (Holahan, 2019). 
Special education continues to distinguish between educational relevance and 
medical necessity; however, in reviewing other models of service delivery models in 
 	
99 
other states such as Massachusetts, the California Task Force now questions whether this 
distinction continues to serve children the best they can be served (California Statewide 
Special Education Task Force, 2015a).  Medically necessary services include services to 
enable individuals to attain functional capacity, and it is acknowledged that some 
educational relevant services may also be medically necessary and thus reimbursable 
(Holahan, 2019).  Given the focus on occupation and enabling functional capacity in 
students with disabilities, one of the main recommendations is to advocate at the policy 
level for the state of California to increase the breadth of services available for 
reimbursement, such as group services as well as consultation services.  Focusing more 
on increasing functional capacity in students with disabilities fits under the realm of 
medical necessity, and expanding reimbursement for services may assist to offset costs to 
overall programming.   
More local potential funding sources that would directly impact funding of this 
program may also include regional grants from corporations, as well as local grants from 
non-profit organizations.  These could assist to offset costs that the district would 
otherwise have to provide as described in the previous section of needed resources.  
Other grants could come from professional organizations such as the American 
Occupational Therapy Association (AOTA) or other educational grant sources.  Table 5.3 





Funding Opportunities for Program Implementation 
 
Funding Source/Agency  
 




A local non-profit organization, the BalanceSCC Teacher Grant 
Foundation allows teachers in Santa Cruz County to apply for 
financial support toward classroom supplies that further the 
education of their students.  In 2019, Balance SCCC awarded a 
total of seven city district and regional programs a total of 
$26,174.60.   Funded items have included iPads, Chromebooks, 
printers, projectors, educator tool kits, and teacher/related service 
provider specialty items such as fidgets, specialty chairs, 
manipulative learning tools, physical education items, and 
sensory-based items.   
https://www.balance4kids.org/ 
 




Projects (DRRP) Program: 
Projects for Translating the 
Findings and Products of 
Disability and 
Rehabilitation Research 






Eligible applicants include independent school districts, public 
and state institutions of higher education, and non-profits among 
others.  The purpose of the program is to improve the 
“effectiveness of services authorized under the Rehabilitation Act 
by generating new knowledge, or developing methods, 
procedures, and rehabilitation technologies that advance a wide 
range of health and function, independent living, and employment 
outcomes among individuals with disabilities, especially 
individuals with the most significant disabilities”.   For this 
particular grant, it is estimated approximately three awards will be 
dispensed with an award ceiling of $200,000.  Other opportunities 
by the Administration for Community Living can be found at the 
listed website.  
https://acl.gov/grants/applying-grants 






Research (IR) Grant  
 
 
The AOTF IR Grant supports occupational therapists “take 
evidence-informed practice from theory to reality in their practice 
setting”…with projects encouraged to be specific to improving 
practice regarding a clinical situation in a practice setting  
https://www.aotf.org/Grants/Implementation-Research-Grant 





The major determining factor of the costs for the implementation of this program 
will be how effectively the multidisciplinary workgroup can come together and agree 
upon utilizing their staff development time as well as their non-student contract days (for 
speech and language therapists and school psychologists/case managers).  This will 
require negotiations with administration as well as the Business Department.  Most 
resources are already available and would require paid or flexed time for development if 
video instructional materials and in-house assessments will be created.   
Implementation of the majority of the program has the potential to occur during 
the three days of staff development opportunities at the beginning of the year, with follow 
up trainings occurring at least one time per month for at least one hour in the form of a 
general staff training as well as classroom and community work site embedded coaching 
instruction and feedback.  It is also possible the department could work training time into 
minimum days.  This would minimally impact costs as the department always hosts three 
days of staff development at the beginning of the year, has previously held monthly 
meetings throughout the year, and embedded instruction would occur during work hours.  
It is projected this program would have initial costs during development and initial 
implementation and training, but have minimal costs other than updates to the training 
program, which would be recommended every five years or after a significant policy 
change at the state or national level, in the attempt to align and keep up with current best 
practices.   
Subsequent modifications to the program would be minimal to moderate, as it 
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would be assumed that baseline knowledge of technology and evidenced-based best 
practices would already be in use.  Furthermore, other districts and agencies may adapt 
and implement this program with administrative approval as roles, responsibilities, and 
budget costs would not likely differ significantly.  Few of the recommended reforms from 
the California Statewide Special Education Task Force were implemented, but the 
California Legislature approved Senate Bill 75 to come up with reforms in the 2020 
budget year to improve the outcomes of those with exceptional needs (Freedberg, 2019).  
Improved professional development trainings can be a local and more immediate 
impactful means of implementing the task force’s recommendations while advocating at 
the legislative level for educational reforms that will improve the outcomes of students 




CHAPTER SIX – Dissemination Plan 
Project Description of a Professional Development Series 
Ensuring the best post-school outcomes for students with the most significant 
disabilities requires instruction that incorporates general education standards with 
functional skills that can be successfully generalized or learned in natural contexts.  This 
project is a professional development and mentorship series that helps special educators 
link educational standards to functional life skills to support improved post-school 
outcomes.  The literature supports this kind of ongoing professional development as 
special educators continue to have difficulty aligning general education standards with 
functional outcomes that can be generalized to real life contexts for students with 
significant disabilities (Bouck & Joshi, 2015; Desimone, 2009; Petersen, 2016; Ruppar et 
al., 2018; Spooner et al., 2019; Southward & Kyzar, 2107; Sugita, 2016).  Adult learning 
theory and organization change models suggest that professional development 
opportunities require ongoing and phased structures of programming in order to enact 
lasting change (California Statewide Special Education Task Force, 2015c; Craig et al., 
2019; Gainforth et al., 2015; Moller et al., 2017; Stephenson & Carter, 2015).  This 
program will utilize these theoretical models in both the program itself as well as in the 
dissemination plan as it is also recommended that organizational change models be 
considered for recipients of a dissemination plan as well as the intended targets of the 
program itself (Froyd, 2001).   
Dissemination Goals 
Sharing the results of this program will serve to demonstrate that content 
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standards and academic curriculum can be integrated with functional life skills.  Other 
researchers have called for more functional programming, ranging from assessments to 
curriculum and instruction (Abbott, 2016; Ayers et al., 2011; Berg et al., 2017; Corkrean 
& Schwind, 2019; Coster, 1997; Frolek Clark & Rioux, 2019; Kardos & Prudhomme 
White, 2005; Lowrey et al., 2007; Spooner et al., 2019; Sugita, 2016; Thompson et al., 
2017; Thompson et al., 2018; Wilczenski et al., 2017). There seems to be little in the 
literature or in practice that is actively striving toward this integration other than Hyer 
and colleagues (Cooper-Duffy et al., 2014; Cooper-Duffy & Hyer, 2014; Hyer, 2012; 
Hyer & Cooper-Duffy, 2019).  Additionally, dissemination of the results of this program 
allows for other departments and programs to incorporate elements of this program in 
whole or in part according to their needs in order to better align academic curriculum and 
functional outcomes for students with significant disabilities.  Finally, as this program is 
a professional development series for special educators, results of implementation will be 
shared based on educator and departmental feedback and initial student outcomes.  
Suggestions for future modifications to the program will be disseminated based on the 
program evaluation plan.  
Long-term goal.  The long-term goal of the dissemination of this project will 
result in special educators that contribute to improved functional outcomes of students 
with significant disabilities while also aligning student goals to academic content 
standards.  This is a long-term goal to accommodate for the organizational changes that 
will have to occur in the department as educational staff will likely undergo phases of 
changes to their beliefs and practices as described by organizational change models 
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(Cheung et al., 2018; Grant, 2010; Grimolizzi-Jensen, 2018; Levesque et al. 2001; 
Prochaska & Velicer, 1997; Prochaska et al., 2001).  The function of the long-term goal 
is to enact lasting change in educator belief and behavior that strives toward a more 
common departmental goal of improved function while also maintaining individualized 
student programming.   
Short-term goal.  The short-term goal of disseminating results of the 
implemented program will be to continue the motivation to participate in the program and 
enact long-lasting changes to individual practice that results in departmental change.  As 
more educational staff become comfortable integrating academic curriculum with 
functional skills, they will transition into peer supports and mentors for those who are 
slower or have greater difficulty in aligning functional skills with academic content.  The 
function of the short-term goal is to demonstrate to staff that functional skills and 
academic curriculum content can be integrated and to share those resources with one 
another.   
Target Audiences 
Primary audience.  The primary targeted audience will be immediate colleagues 
in the special education department.  These colleagues will be the ones participating in 
the program and initiate the change in their thinking, behavior, and enact lasting practice.  
Following adult learning theory and organizational change models, the primary audience 
will be exposed to the theoretical model, evidence base, and implementation strategies of 
the professional development program.  Sharing the program results with the primary 
audience follows the six principles Stephenson and Carter (2015) cited that help to 
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promote the sustained use of a new practice:  that the program is practical and concrete; 
has clear guidelines and examples that show how it will work in the classroom; the 
degree of change must be such that it is not too trivial nor drastic and therefore feasible to 
implement; teachers must receive feedback in both theoretical and technical form; 
teachers should be able to see changes in students with the improved practice; and 
teachers should be a part of a network where they provide mutual support.  The primary 
audience will benefit as they will learn how their individual practice has impacted their 
student population as well as the department’s practice as a whole while also creating 
more collegial support amongst professionals.   
Secondary audience.  The secondary targeted audience will be those at the 
administrative level within the organization as well as outside of it, to include other 
school-based regional programs, adult day programs, vocational programs, and regional 
centers who vendor services to begin collaboration on other potential skills to address in 
an educational program.  Other school-based programs may become interested in the 
professional development content and structure if they do not already have ongoing and 
developed professional development opportunities.  The short-term results of the 
implementation and program evaluation will be groundwork for long-term future 
outcomes for post-school successes and shared with other collaborators.  Additionally, 
state conferences as well as national conventions will further disseminate the information.  
For the purposes of this project, state conferences and national conventions will only 
include the author’s profession of occupational therapy.  Other educational workshops 
and conferences may be another dissemination opportunity, but will not be factored in to 
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the plan at this point in time.   
Key Messages 
Primary audience.  This program series of professional development encourages 
a multidisciplinary team of special educators and service providers to link functional 
outcomes and the general education standards.  Implementing the professional 
development series will address five domains of life skills, link general education content 
standards, and meet the ongoing learning opportunities in professional development that 
serve to enable lasting change in individuals and organizations.  With special educators’ 
and service providers’ participation and resulting organizational change in instruction, 
students should be making progress in both academic instruction of content standards and 
their functional skill development, resulting in students who are better prepared for their 
post-school lives.  This program is integrated into the department’s staff development 
structure by offering learning opportunities that are within the required hours of staff 
development.  The learning opportunities and job-embedded coaching provide a 
collaboration and mentorship structure that is feasible to implement, and with support can 
lead to long-lasting changes in the department.  This in return results in improved 
outcomes for students.    
Secondary audience.  The successful implementation of a feasible professional 
development program that utilizes required staff development hours and ongoing 
mentorship and support has contributed to improved outcomes for students with 
additional positive outcomes for educational staff members who feel more competent 
instructing students with severe disabilities.  The program is based on the social model of 
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disability as well as the best practices based on the evidence in special education, 
students with significant disabilities, and has occupation-centered programming so 
generalization to community contexts can occur more naturally.  It does not take an 
“either/or” approach to functional life skills and academic instruction, but uses research 
and theory to produce a program that serves to integrate the two previously competing 
concepts into a holistic and multidisciplinary series of professional development.  The 
program takes into account the needs of adult learners and the support they need to make 
lasting individual and organizational changes.  This support in the form of collaboration 
and job-embedded instruction and mentorship is supported in the literature as being 
crucial to ensuring successful changes (California Statewide Special Education Task 
Force, 2015c; Desimone, 2009; Stephenson & Carter, 2015).  
Sources/Messengers 
Influential spokesperson/organization: Primary audience.  The author of this 
project would enlist one or more of the contributing California Statewide Special 
Education Task Force members or executive directors to discuss the results of the task 
force committees.  One of the contributing task force members was the most recent Santa 
Cruz County Office of Education Superintendent, who recently retired and is available 
locally.  Other task force members who contributed are in neighboring counties or nearby 
educational institutes whose travel would not be of significant distance.  The purpose of 
enlisting a member of the Task Force would be to link their recommendations to the 
professional development project with the intention of motivating participants to continue 
their course with the professional development series.   
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Influential spokesperson/organization: Secondary audience.  After the 
professional development program is implemented and program evaluation results are 
gathered, the department will draft a report of program outcomes to share with outside 
agencies.  The department will serve as an organizational spokesperson to disseminate 
the key messages.  As an organizational spokesperson, the department can then set up 
presentations to local districts that serve students with disabilities through their high 
school years as well as other regional programs serving students with moderate to severe 
disabilities.  The main author of this program and this project can also set up 
presentations with other occupational therapy institutions as well as at occupational 
therapy state and national conferences to share the results of an occupation-based 
program for students with significant disabilities.  
Dissemination Activities for the Primary Audience 
Effective communication to the primary audience of the results of the program 
will initially occur at the beginning of the school year in a staff development presentation 
to new and returning staff.  This will utilize a variety of media, including 
PowerPoint/Google Slides, videos of mentorship experiences and classroom instruction, 
and written information in the form of handouts.  Handouts will also be available to any 
interested staff in a Google Drive folder.  Tangible examples such as classroom materials 
will also be available for staff.  Opportunities for staff who can share their experiences 
and expertise may also be called upon to be available during this time so the 
dissemination of information will feel more collaborative and cohesive rather than being 
an external pressure imparting the benefits of the program.   
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Acknowledging that within organizational change models individuals shift their 
beliefs and actions at different rates, and can even cycle back to old patterns of behavior, 
incorporating elements of the Transtheoretical Model as detailed in Chapter Two will be 
important as part of the ongoing dissemination process.  As the following school year 
progresses, dissemination of information may feel interchangeable with the staff 
development series so as to continuously advocate for staff to incorporate changes into 
their practice.  Ideally, the structure of the professional development program will also 
serve as a model of ongoing dissemination to the primary audience and support behavior 
change in staff members that will lead to departmental and organizational change.   
Dissemination Activities for the Secondary Audience 
Wider dissemination to statewide and national conferences will occur after the 
multidisciplinary component of the program is developed (see Chapter 3) and 
implemented to the entire department, and after an initial year of implementation is 
completed to allow for program evaluation (see Chapter 4) and feedback.  This will 
include the author’s professional state organization, Occupational Therapy Association of 
California (OTAC), as well as the profession’s national organization the American 
Occupational Therapy Association (AOTA).  The author will submit proposals to present 
a poster presentation at each conference, which will include written information in the 
form of a poster as well as in-person contact with other attendees who in return will 
receive professional development contact time for their interaction with the 





Dissemination of the program itself and the materials and funding required to 
complete the development of the program is discussed in Chapter 5 of the Funding Plan 
and in Table 5.2.  Expenses not detailed in the Funding Plan include the potential 
expenses of recruiting and paying for influential spokespersons.  In order to minimize 
costs, it is recommended to invite the previous superintendent of the program 
department’s county office of education as travel expenses would be minimal and it is 
likely that he would present at a minimal rate or even volunteer a half hour to an hour of 
his time to present as a spokesperson.  Other Task Force committee members may be 
invited via a chat room electronic source such as Zoom or Google Meet and be 
compensated for their time rather than their travel expenses for an in-person presentation.  
Other costs the department may incur are expenses associated with the therapist’s travel 
to and from the conference location, as well as registration fees, hotel costs, meals, etc.  
However, at this agency it is customary practice to share the costs between the out-of-
pocket expenses of the individual and the agency.   
Another potential budget expense is a professional development incentive 
program as initially trialed and successfully implemented by the Santa Clara County 
Office of Education (J. Ann, personal communication, February 5th, 2020).  Staff 
members submit proposals for the beginning of the year professional development days, 
and after a committee review, chosen participants commit to two presentations and in 
return the department will sponsor a professional development opportunity in whole or in 
part of the participant’s choosing.  Staff submission of proposals maintains the quality of 
 	
112 
presentation on par with state and national conferences, provide an opportunity for peer 
mentorship and sharing of expertise, and incentivize staff to continue their own personal 
growth in their profession.  This departmental opportunity may give those 
multidisciplinary members to introduce and focus their expertise at the beginning of the 
year in a different and more individualized format than the professional development 
series.  It also serves to support the shift in organizational change within staff and 
dissemination recipients when department staff are motivated to share their expertise in 
the program as well as in other best practices.  Table 6.1 details dissemination expenses; 





Proposed Budget Expenses for Dissemination 
  




person presenter from 




participation in Task 
Force assists buy-in 
 
$100/hr. x approx. 1 
hour plus $0.575/mile 
for approx. 5 miles 
RT* 
 
$0 as meeting will be 
recorded and presented 
in electronic form in 
future years  
Influential 
spokesperson: Virtual 
presenter from Task 
Force 





$100/hr. x approx. ½ 
hour to 1 hour* 
$0 as meeting will be 
recorded and presented 
in electronic form in 
future years 
 
Staff proposal for 
staff development 





members to relay 
expertise beyond that 
of the program training 
 
Determined on an 
individual basis, but 
likely costs not to 
exceed an estimate of 
$1000**  
 
$0 as proposal 
incentive needs to be 
utilized within the 
awarded school year  
 
Conference 
registration: OTAC  
 




$0 during program 
development, 
implementation, and 
evaluation   
 








for dissemination   
 
$0 during program 
development, 
implementation, and 
evaluation   
 
$451 for 
speaker/member full 4 




Estimated Totals:   
 
 $5200 $249–760 
Note.  *Potential for presenter volunteer of time 
**Estimate of departmental share of all expenses including mileage/travel, hotel, meals, 
registration for anywhere within the continental United States  
 
    
Evaluation 
Evaluating the success of primary audience dissemination activities.  Success 
of dissemination activities will be based on the staff’s feedback of the initial presentation 
sharing the results of the program.  Positive feedback will be interpreted by staff report of 
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being motivated to continue with multidisciplinary professional development learning 
opportunities, and to continue with the job embedded coaching.  Following the structure 
of organizational change models and adult learning theory, shifts in staff beliefs and 
practice indicate success of the program while perceptions in staff competency and roles 
indicate that educators and practitioners are shifting from novice to more advanced 
experts.  This could be measured in staff surveys that question staff perceptions of their 
own competency and how they plan on increasing their abilities in both short-term and 
long-term goals.  Should the department trial Santa Clara’s professional development 
incentive program, the number of staff submissions that are based on similar themes to 
the program itself will be considered a success as it will suggest that individual staff 
members are motivated to share their expertise beyond that of the program itself.   
Evaluating the success of secondary audience dissemination activities.  As the 
current secondary dissemination activities include the author’s profession of occupational 
therapy and not other educational conferences, accepted submissions to present at the 
state or national level will be considered a success.  Expanded dissemination efforts 
beyond that of the author’s profession of occupational therapy may also be indicative of 
success as it would indicate that other professions and disciplines show interest in the 
program should other conferences accept proposals for presentations.  Finally, potential 
research studies utilizing the program model will show successful dissemination efforts 
as it would indicate that researchers are interested in the long-term outcomes of students 





“Teacher behavior change, much like student behavior change, often requires 
careful implementation planning” (Fixsen et al., 2010, as cited in Pennington, 2017).  
Initiating educational staff behavior change through a program development series begins 
the process, while program evaluation describes the results of implementation.  
Dissemination efforts will serve to reinforce the program by sharing program results with 
primary and secondary audiences, motivating staff to continue their participation in the 
program and encouraging secondary audiences to continue their support or incorporate 
elements into their own district programs.   
Lasting organizational change will vary based on administrative support and 
organizational funding, employee willingness to embrace individual shifts in beliefs 
accompanied by changes in behavior that works toward a comprehensive and cohesive 
goal.  This will serve to follow through with some of the recommendations set forth by 
the California Statewide Special Education Task Force (2015c), as well as other 
researchers who advocate for improved staff development opportunities in the field of 
special education.  It is hoped that the structure of this program will set the path for future 
research by adding to the field of special education and students with significant 
disabilities, and in policy advocacy by opening the conversation that performance-based 
assessments and curriculum can integrate functional performance and content standards. 
 	
116 
CHAPTER SEVEN – Conclusion 
 
Significance of the Program 
“Linking Functional Skills to Educational Goals for Students with Significant 
Disabilities: A Professional Development Series” is a multi-disciplinary professional 
development and mentorship series that helps special educators link educational 
standards to functional life skills to support improved post-school outcomes using the 
available evidence and best practices.  Occupational therapy’s emphasis on performance 
across a variety of contextual environments sets a solid foundation for a professional 
development series that serves to provide educational staff with the skills to instruct 
students with significant disabilities to perform more functionally in their daily lives.  As 
there continues to be a disconnect between student curriculum and functional outcomes 
for students with significant disabilities, the recommendation in the literature is to link 
educational goals to skills that can be generalized in a natural environment (LaRue et al., 
2016; Lowrey et al., 2007).  The program serves to follow through with some of the 
recommendations set forth by the California Statewide Special Education Task Force 
(2015c), as well as other researchers who advocate for improved staff development 
opportunities in the field of special education.			 
How it will improve practice.  To improve post-school outcomes and reinforce 
higher learning standards for students with disabilities, researchers are now advocating 
for integrating functional skills curriculum with academic content standards that align 
with the national legislation (Bouck, 2010; Bouck & Joshi, 2015; Browder et al., 2004; 
Hoover, 2016; Southward & Kyzar, 2017; Spooner et al., 2019).  The evidence-based 
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literature also recommends professionals working in special education engage in 
professional development training to learn how to create student educational programs 
that support post-school outcomes and educational standards aligned with national 
legislation (Desimone, 2009; Petersen, 2016; Ruppar et al., 2018; Sugita, 2016).  While 
there is much literature that supports the need for professional development and teacher 
expertise in special education (Petersen, 2016; Ruppar et al., 2018; Sugita, 2016), there is 
little in the research that describes comprehensive and successful professional 
development content for others to follow.  This professional development series attempts 
to fill the gap in both practice and the literature.   
Program Structure and Content 
The California Statewide Special Education Task Force (2015) reported sporadic 
workshop trainings with little to no follow-up results in poor long-term changes in 
employees’ behavior and ability to implement new practices.  The task force identified 
job-embedded coaching, mentoring, and ongoing support as being the best practices for 
adult learning in order to transfer a new skill into practice (California Statewide Special 
Education Task Force, 2015c).  The structure of the professional development series will 
utilize Alwell and Cobb’s (2009) five domains of life skills to organize the program’s 
module goals and curriculum.  The program will also facilitate these changes in a 
sustainable manner to support lasting organizational change by utilizing adult learning 
theory and organizational change models (California Statewide Special Education Task 
Force, 2015c; Craig et al., 2019; Gainforth et al., 2015; Moller et al., 2017; Stephenson & 
Carter, 2015).  The structure of the program serves to improve staff performance by 
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providing staff development that provides sustained and integrated learning rather than 
providing staff development opportunities with no follow up.   
This professional development series also adds to the research literature using a 
planned research design and adds specifically to Hyer and colleagues’ work to instruct 
both academic content and a functional life skill.  It builds upon the research by Hyer and 
colleagues (Cooper-Duffy and Hyer, 2014; Cooper-Duffy et al., 2014; Hyer, 2012) and 
their work with story-based instruction as an example of pairing life skills with academic 
content.  In their research, an emerging literacy intervention with story-based instruction, 
which was aligned with the English Language Arts and literacy components of the 
Common Core State Standards, contributed toward improved literacy as well as learning 
the sequence of performing the functional daily living skill of washing hands Cooper-
Duffy & Hyer, 2014; Cooper-Duffy et al., 2014; Hyer, 2012)  
Contribution to Occupational Therapy and the Field of Special Education 
 In the occupational therapy profession, AOTA’s Centennial Vision and its 
subsequent Vision 2025 call for increased utilization of performance measures that focus 
on function rather than component skills (Bendixen & Kreider, 2011; Brown & Bourke-
Taylor, 2014; Coster, 1997; Hilton et al., 2013; Kardos & Prudhomme White, 2005).  
This is further recommended in the field of special education to encourage generalization 
of skills across environments (Hoover, 2016; LaRue et al., 2016; Spooner et al., 2019; 
Thompson et al., 2017; Wertalik & Kubina, 2017).  The occupational therapy profession 
influenced the development of this program as the emphasis on functional performance in 
daily life is the backbone of the profession.  The occupational therapy profession also 
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assists others in developing and maintaining new identities and roles in their daily lives, 
integrating practice into identity for students and staff alike.  The professional 
development series intends to contribute to the evidence-based research literature by 
operationally defining and streamlining functional skills in the context of academic 
curriculum, linking academic content and functional skill development, and 
demonstrating effectiveness of a professional development program.   
Future research.  The research supporting life skills instruction in special 
education has been inconclusive when determining how they impact post-school 
outcomes; however this is also due to the wide variability and lack of consensus in the 
research when defining life skills instruction in special education (Alwell & Cobb, 2009; 
Bouck & Joshi, 2015).  Conversely, other authors report that functional living skills are 
indicators of improved post-school success (Berg et al., 2017; Corkrean & Schwind, 
2019; Orentlicher, 2019).  It is hoped by aligning the professional development series to 
the five domains of life skills as described by Alwell and Cobb (2009), educators will 
integrate academic content with functional life skills so students are able to generalize 
knowledge in more naturalized contexts resulting in improved post-school outcomes.  
Aligning instruction into domains allows future researchers to better define their research 
on the outcomes of life skills curriculum and achieve greater consensus on its 
effectiveness for students with significant disabilities.    
Future policy.  The literature suggests that current statewide alternative 
assessments do not demonstrate how a student’s learning predicts or contributes to their 
post-school outcomes as alternate assessments aligned with content curriculum do not 
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reflect real-life functioning in natural contexts (Argabrite Grove, 2019; Sir, 2017; 
Spooner et al., 2019).  The state of Virginia’s VA SB 306 amendment to include 
performance-based, multi-disciplinary assessments and portfolios was a means for 
students to demonstrate knowledge and problem solving skills when provided with real-
life situations (Abbott, 2016).  States that are considering following Virginia’s legislation 
on performance-based assessments should attempt to develop a more standardized, state-
wide version of the performance-based assessments and portfolios so future longitudinal 
research can better assess how a student’s education contributes to their post-school 
success.  Regardless of current policy on statewide alternate assessments, implementation 
of performance-based curriculum prepares educational staff to provide students with 
significant disabilities opportunities to demonstrate knowledge that reflect the problem-
solving skills required in real-life contexts.  Implementing legislation such as Virginia’s 
has the potential to create a statewide assessment system that is universally designed so 
all students can demonstrate how their education will contribute to how they are able to 
problem-solve everyday life situations.  As educators better integrate functional 
performance with educational goals and educational entities demonstrate improved 
outcomes for students with significant disabilities, opportunities may arise for advocacy 
at the policy level to recommend changes to assessment processes that better reflect the 
multidisciplinary nature of learning and how learning can be demonstrated in real-life 
contexts.   
Conclusion 
“Teacher behavior change, much like student behavior change, often requires 
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careful implementation planning” (Fixsen et al., 2010, as cited in Pennington, 2017, p. 
148).  This professional development series is an example of careful planning based on 
theory and research for both students with significant disabilities as well as educational 
staff behavioral change.  This program aligns with the current evidence on teacher 
training, how to integrate functional skills and academic content in school curricula, and 
ultimately facilitate opportunities for improved post-school outcomes for students with 
significant disabilities in California.  It is hoped that the structure of this program will set 
the path for future research by adding to the field of special education and students with 
significant disabilities, and in policy advocacy by opening the conversation that 
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 “Linking Functional Skills to Educational Goals for Students with Significant Disabilities: A 
Professional Development Series” is a multidisciplinary professional development and 
mentorship series that helps special educators link educational standards to functional life skills to 
support improved post-school outcomes using the available evidence and best practices.  Such an 
occupation- and performance-based program serves to develop young adults whose education 
truly results in participating and active members of their community, with established and 
continuously emerging identities and roles.   
A Professional Development Series  
The California Statewide Special Education Task Force (2015) reported sporadic workshop 
trainings with little to no follow-up results in poor long-term changes in employees’ behavior and 
ability to implement new practices.  The task force identified job-embedded coaching, mentoring, 
and ongoing support as being the best practices for adult learning in order to transfer a new skill 
into practice (California Statewide Special Education Task Force, 2015).  The evidence-based 
literature also recommends special education professionals engage in evidenced-based 
professional development training to learn how to create student educational programs that 
support post-school outcomes and educational standards aligned with national legislation 
(Desimone, 2009; Petersen, 2016; Ruppar, Roberts, & Olson, 2018; Sugita, 2016).  This 
professional development series intends to contribute to the evidence-based research literature by 
operationally defining and streamlining functional skills in the context of academic curriculum, 
linking academic content and functional skill development, and demonstrating effectiveness of a 
professional development program.   
A Need for Function-Based Outcomes 
Researchers are advocating for those working in special education to incorporate more 
opportunities for students to generalize skills to natural contexts to better facilitate their 
functional performance in their communities with greater independence (Corkrean & Schwind, 
2019; LaRue, Manente, Dashow, & Slowman, 2016; Spooner, Root, Saunders, & Browder, 
2019).  In the occupational therapy profession, AOTA’s Centennial Vision and its subsequent 
Vision 2025 call for increased utilization of performance measures that focus on function rather 
than component skills such as gross and fine motor development, sensory processing, visual 
motor skills, visual perception, etc. (Bendixen & Kreider, 2011; Brown & Bourke-Taylor, 2014; 
Coster, 1997; Hilton, Goloff, Altaras, & Josman, 2013; Kardos & Prudhomme White, 2005).  
This manual is designed to be the program guide introductory overview for the five training 
modules that addresses the integration of functional life skills and academic content for students 











There continues to be poor post-school outcomes for students with disabilities as they continue to 
be reliant upon caregivers for self-care, and are consistently under-employed or unemployed 
(Acharya, Meza, & Msall, 2017; Bouck & Joshi, 2015; Corkrean & Schwind, 2019; LaRue et al., 
2016; Riesen & Jameson, 2018; Southward & Kyzar, 2017; Walsh, Holloway, McCoy, & Lydon, 
2017; Wertalik & Kubina, 2017; Wilczenski, Cook, & Regal, 2017).  Students who are 
significantly impaired by their disability need educational programs that prepare them to be their 
most independent selves throughout their educational careers and beyond into their post-school 
lives.  Ensuring the best post-school outcomes for students with the most significant disabilities 
requires instruction that incorporates general education standards with functional skills that can be 
successfully generalized or learned in natural contexts.   
Integrating Function and Academic Content 
Researchers are advocating for the integration of academic content and functional skills 
instruction; however, the literature suggests educators of students with significant disabilities 
continue to have difficulty establishing this practice into their curriculum (Bobzien, 2014; Bouck, 
2010; Browder, Flowers, Ahlgrim-Delzell, Karvonen, Spooner, & Algozzine, 2004; Collins & 
Ludlow, 2018; Lowrey, Drasgow, Renzaglia, & Chezan, 2007; Petersen, 2016; Spooner et al., 
2019).  Other researchers are now linking educational goals such as literacy skills to instruct 
functional skill development for students with significant disabilities (Cooper-Duffy & Hyer, 
2014; Cooper-Duffy, Hyer, & Sisk, 2014).  Acknowledging the need to maintain high standards 
of academic content for students with disabilities, researchers also advocate for educators to be 
creative and integrate academic content with functional life skills and support the need for 
ongoing training to do this effectively.  
Need for Professional Development 
The literature recommends that teachers in the field continue to receive training and support 
(Browder, Karvonen, Davis, Fallin, & Courtade-Litte, 2005; Courtade, Shipman, & Williams, 
2017; Cunningham, Huchting, Fogarty, & Graf, 2017; Martin, Drasgow, & Halle, 2015; 
Pennington, 2017; Petersen, 2016; Sugita, 2016).  Additionally, professional development is 
warranted for instructional assistants as well so they are able to implement curriculum 
interventions to fidelity (Brock & Carter, 2016; Ledford, Zimmerman, Chazin, Patel, Morales, & 
Bennett, 2017; Riesen & Jameson, 2018; Wright & Prescott, 2018).  However, establishing 
professional development training programs that aim to change employee behavior and practice 
requires a thoughtful program series that takes into account adult learning theory and 
organizational change models to ensure lasting change that is deemed feasible to implement by 
the individuals as well as by the organization itself (California Statewide Task Force, 2015; 
Courtade et al., 2017; Cunningham et al., 2017; Desimone, 2009; Halalau, Falatko, & Mi, 2016; 
Ledford et al., 2017; Martin et al., 2015; Pennington, 2017; RamBihariLal Shrivastava & Suarabh 









Different theoretical perspectives help guide at the intrapersonal level as well as the 
organizational level, and ultimately a combination of theoretical frameworks will be beneficial as 
no one theory completely addresses the complex nature of behavior change.  The professional 
development series will facilitate these changes in a sustainable manner to support lasting 
organizational change by utilizing adult learning theory and organizational change models 
(California Statewide Special Education Task Force, 2015; Craig, Dieppe, Macintyre, Michie, 
Nazareth, & Pettiecrew, 2019; Gainforth, West, & Michie, 2015; Moller, Merchant, Conroy, 
West, Hekler, Kugler, & Michie, 2017; Stephenson & Carter, 2015).  Desired outcomes from 
integrating adult learning theory is to establish a motivating and collaborative learning 
environment during the professional development series, while the Transtheoretical Model will 
help structure and pace individual learning to better ensure lasting behavioral change for 
improved implementation of practices.   
Transtheoretical Model of Change 
The Transtheoretical Model of Change was chosen as the primary theoretical model upon which 
the program series would be based as it is a theoretical model whose intention is to effect lasting 
behavioral change in individuals and/or organizations, and frames both the problem as well as the 
solution.  The Transtheoretical Model has the capability to frame the factors contributing to the 
problem in practice of educational staff not having adequate training to integrate functional skills 
with academic content.  It also serves as a framework to guide educational staff through 
individual changes in their practice as part of the solution while the administrative role helps to 
structure and guide employee change.  The processes of change are operationally defined for 
individual employees as well as those in administrative roles and are not mutually exclusive as 
both are necessary for successful and lasting change.   
Adult Learning Theory 
Adult learning theory will be incorporated into the program structure of the professional 
development series as it is a learning theory that is based on problem-solving and collaborative 
learning experiences, and will facilitate the specific learning processes.  As program content 
includes the implementation of evidenced-based practices, adult learning theory has been shown 
to be effective for improving implementation of evidenced-based practices when the theory is 
combined with learning opportunities that are integrated into available daily opportunities and 
organizational structure, and when the program learning opportunities are sustained over the 
course of an extended period of time for longitudinal exposure (Halalau et al., 2016).  Adult 
learning theory has also been reported to be an appropriate model upon which learning modules 










Five Domains of Life Skills 
The professional development program’s modules will focus on five domains of curricular life 
skills as identified by Alwell and Cobb (2009), who aligned their domains with Halpern’s 1994 
definition of transition services, and serve to facilitate goal development based on assessment data 
and content standards.  These five domains include self-care and domestic living; recreation and 
leisure; communication and social skills; vocational skills; and other skills that contribute and are 
vital for community participation, which may include post-secondary education (Alwell & Cobb, 
2009).  Further sub-grouping of skills may be necessary for clarity and may be based on other 
recommendations in the literature, such as LaRue et al. (2016), Cooper-Duffy and Hyer (2014), 
and Wilczenski et al. (2017).   
Integrating Academic Content 
Hyer and colleagues (Cooper-Duffy et al., 2014; Hyer, 2014) present an example of effectively 
blending academic content and functional skill development using a task analysis from Browder 
et al. (2008).  They pair the use of Functional Story Based Interventions with functional skill 
development (i.e., hand washing) in elementary aged students, blending academic content 
standards of emerging literacy skills with a functional life skill (Cooper-Duffy et al., 2014; Hyer, 
2014).  Cooper-Duffy and Hyer (2014) also present a seven-step thematic model educators can 
utilize to blend academic content and functional skills.  The professional development program 
modules expand to other daily living skills, vocational skills, and other tasks such as household 
chores and community participation activities.  The modules also incorporate other academic 
content standards from math and science and utilize the best instructional strategies as identified 
in the research (Courtade et al., 2017).  
Implementation Overview 
The program will be delivered via mandated professional development activities throughout the 
year to special education teachers, instructional assistants, and related service providers.  Module 
sessions will occur five times per school calendar year as part of staff development requirements.  
Emphasis will be how to integrate functional life skills with academic content, how they have 
been derived from performance-based assessments, and the most appropriate evidenced-based 
interventions for various skills within the modules, thereby ensuring best practice interventions 
for the student population.   
Monthly coaching sessions will include on-site follow up observations for fidelity checks as well 
as opportunities for staff to establish professional goals for themselves.  This serves as the follow-
through mentorship opportunities that are recommended in the literature to ensure staff are able to 
make lasting behavioral changes in their practice.   
Table 1.1 is an overview of the content of the five modules with examples of relevant 









Basic Overview of Modules Based on Five Domains of Life Skills 
 
Module Topic Content Examples Relevant Assessments 
1 Communication 
and Social Skills 
Group by receptive, 
expressive, pragmatic 
skills etc.; sub-group by 
skill to instruct based on 
functional assessments 
Essential For Living (EFL); 
Assessment of Basical Learning and 
Language Skills-Revised ABLLS-
R); Assessment of Functional Living 
Skills (AFLS); Pediatric Evaluation 
of Disability Inventory (PEDI); 
PEDI-CAT; Evaluation of Social 
Interaction (ESI); others TBD 
2 Self-Care and 
Domestic Living  
 
Look at literature and 
determine sub-groups 
such as LaRue et al., 
2016; discuss difference 
between ADLs and 
IADLs and group 
EFL; ABLLS-R; AFLS; PEDI, 
PEDI-CAT; Roll Evaluation of Life 
(REAL); Assessment of Motor and 
Process Skills (AMPS); others TBD 
3 Vocational 
Skills 
Group by pre-vocational 
skills and community-
based vocational skills; 
brainstorm new models of 
vocational opportunities 
EFL, AFLS; AMPS; REAL; others 
TBD 
4 Recreation and 
Leisure 




brainstorm how to expand 
individual and community 
opportunities 
EFL; ABLLS-R; AFLS; others TBD 




Look at Wilczenski et al., 
2017 and discuss whether 
there is community 
latitude to create mixed 
hybrid model and other 
more independent models 
for students   
EFL; ABLLS-R; AFLS; AMPS; 







































Example Goal with Associated 
Standards 
Examples of Evidenced-Based 
Intervention/s For Lesson Plan 
(https://afirm.fpg.unc.edu/afirm-
modules) 
ELA   
Mathematics   
Science   
Other   









Table 1.4. Example 




Assessment of Motor and Process Skills:  P-12 “Eating a snack with 
a utensil” (p. 266); PEDI: “use of utensils” (p. 2); EFL: “DLS-EDF20 
feeds self with a teaspoon”(p. 95)*, “T-EDF9 tolerates an adapted 
spoon”(p. 141)*, “SLT1 participates in events and activities slated to 
occur later that same day using a personal, daily, picture or tactile 
schedule” (p. 130), R9 “waits after making requests for…highly 
preferred snack food…for gradually increasing periods of time” (p. 
23), LRND1-13 “recognizing, retrieving, relocating, naming, 
describing, and following directions to complete activities” (p. 47) 
 Example Description of Applicable Standard Based on Assessment 
Applicable ELA 
Content Standards 
**EFL SLT1: SL.K.1-6; RF.K.1-4; L.K.1-6 
CCSS.ELA-Literacy RF.K.1:  Demonstrate understanding of the 
organization and basic features of print. 
**EFL R9: SL.K.1-6; L.K.1-6  




Standards (CA CCS 
Math) 
EFL LRND1-13: K.G.1 Describe objects in the environment using 
names of shapes, and describe the relative positions of these objects 
using terms such as above, below, beside, in front of, behind, and next 
to. 
EFL LRND1-13: K.G.3 Identify shapes as two-dimensional (lying in a 







*Note: Daily Living Skills and Tolerating Skills in the EFL are not associated with CCSS.  **EFL and 
CCSS accessed from “An Alignment of ‘Essential for Living’ with the Common Core State Standards” by 









Table 1.5. Example 





Example Goal/s with Associated 
Standards 
Examples of Evidenced-Based 
Intervention/s For Lesson Plan 
(https://afirm.fpg.unc.edu/afirm-
modules) 
ELA By (date), (student) will use a personal 
visual picture schedule during a snack 
routine and retrieve snack bowl, spoon, 
and drink from lunch container and 
place within personal eating space of 
approx. 12”x12” with one additional 
prompt across three consecutive trials 
days. (RF.K.1) 
By (date), (student) will demonstrate 
independent correct responses within 5 
secs. on a story-based task analysis 
across two different simple stories on a 
similar topic with 80% accuracy. 
(RF.K.1) 
Visual supports, video modeling, 






Modeling, time delay, 
reinforcement, prompting, 
response interruption and 
redirection 
Mathematics By (date), (student) will discriminate 
between a variety of pictures and 
objects used during a mealtime routine 
and identify the correct object out of a 
field of three when prompted with a 
picture of the object across 5 trials with 
80% accuracy across three consecutive 
trial days.  (K.G.3) 
Discrete Trial training, in vivo 
instruction,  time delay, 
reinforcement, prompting, 
modeling,  





By (date), (student) will persist using an 
eating utensil to feed himself with no 
more than a gestural prompt for the 
duration of a 20-minute mealtime 
routine across two different people and 
four consecutive meal opportunities 
weekly. 
Video modeling, modeling, time 
delay, task analysis, social 
narratives, response interruption 













Structure of  Collaborative Module Sessions 
The program consists of five modules that will run over the course of the school year during staff 
development training sessions for 1.5 hours after the contract day.  While Table 1 suggests 
modules will run in a sequence, it is recommended that breakout groups of educators, related 
service providers, and any paraprofessionals cover at least four of the five modules per 
professional development session.  This allows for each of the domains to be addressed rather 
than having to wait until the latter half of the year for a module session to address a topic; staff 
members and groups will address a different module content as appropriately within their areas of 
expertise with each professional development session.   
Breakout groups will cover the subgroup content suggested in Table 1 as well as the matrices in 
Tables 2 and 3.  Each breakout group will be multidiscipliary and address an age band 
appropriate to the group.  Groups will work on matrices and upload to a shared drive to which all 
staff have access.  These shared drives will follow the modules by content area.  This will allow 
staff to review and access the collaborative efforts of other staff members so there is a continuity 
of skill and goal development throughout the department as goals are developed and lessons 
implemented.  Paraprofessionals will be included in the collaborative process with an emphasis 
on their identifying and implementing to fidelity evidenced-based instructional strategies.   
The last fifteen minutes of the program session will be dedicated to each staff member identifying 
a current or upcoming goal and develop a lesson plan based on the matrices, which they will do 
back in their classrooms.  Staff will return with their lesson plans and materials and these will be 
shared at the next professional development meeting for the first fifteen minutes in small breakout 
groups so staff can learn about implementation strategies and student materials utilized for 
instruction.  As appropriate, materials and lesson plans can be shared among staff members.   
On-Site Mentorship Follow-Up 
Mentorship structure will be determined by administration department approval.  Mentors will 
participate in coaching to support other adult learners, such as the Participatory Adult Learning 
Strategies (PALS) framework, which is considered to be an evidenced-based approach to 
implementing professional development (Trivette, 2015).  Mentor roles will provide mentorship 
and coaching to other disciplines as the role of the mentorship coaches will be united in how 
educators implement learned information in their daily practice regardless of discipline.  
Mentorship sessions will occur monthly on-site in the classrooms, on campus, in the community, 
or at vocational sites with follow-up with the requisite staff member.  Mentorship sessions will 
emphasize collaboration and mentees’ active participation in their own growth and learning.  
Ongoing educator growth will utilize the Autism and Low Incidence Classroom Observation Tool 








implementing best practices of teaching strategies that should be present in the classrooms for 
students with significant disabilities.  
Administrative Assessment of Resources 
Adequate funding is always of concern in public education, and the cost of special education 
continues to rise across the nation as well as in the author’s state of California (Freedberg, 2019; 
Walsh et al., 2017).  Adding any extra costs to a department in public education must be 
scrutinized for feasibility and produce outcomes that outweigh the costs of investment.  The 
professional development series is based on the research evidence on educating those with 
significant disabilities, as well as the evidence literature focused on improving educator skills.  In 
addition to the research evidence, theoretical frameworks that support best practices in the 
disability field as well as organizational change models are incorporated into the program to 
support a top-down approach to function and ensure lasting change in behavior.   
The professional development program will work to incorporate current professional development 
requirements so as to not incur, or at least minimally incur, extra contract negotiations, and job-
embedded coaching provides opportunities for on-the-job training that will not take away from 
educator prep time outside of student hours.  It will attempt to minimize the amount of extra work 
of curriculum development with collaborative projects as currently each classroom develops their 
own curriculum materials.   
Recommended training resources for both mentor roles as well as educators ensures fidelity of 
instructing learning strategies for both adults as well as clients or students.  While some expenses 
may be one-time to support ongoing learning, much of the budget would have to include ongoing 





















All programs should have an evaluation plan in place so program effectiveness can continuously 
be evaluated and program improvements be iterative and implemented as needs are identified.  
This may come in the format of a program specific, “in-house” program evaluation, and/or utilize 
more formal screening and standardized outcome measures that may provide useful when seeking 
continued funding sources.  
Program Evaluation 
Program evaluation will emphasize the results of the implemented professional development 
series with both “in-house” program evaluation questionnaires as well as the ALCOT 
observational tool.  The ALCOT is also an informal checklist, but is manualized and was 
developed to ensure educators are implementing instructional strategies that should be present in 
the classrooms of students with significant disabilities.  The “in-house” program evaluation 
questionnaire will be iterative and utilized to adjust and build upon the professional development 
program based on staff survey feedback.   
The ALCOT (Pennington,2018) will be utilized to assist mentors guide educators in improving 
upon their instructional strategies in the classroom, community, and in student vocational sites.  It 
will be a tool that is incorporated into the program to ensure educator fidelity to intervention and 
demonstrate the effectiveness of the program.  With approval, a planned research design such as a 
multiple baseline single subject design will be implemented to determine the effectiveness of 
pairing content standards instruction with functional skills.  This planned research design will not 
only demonstrate the effectiveness of the program, but also serve to add to the research on how to 
integrate academic content with functional skills in students with significant disabilities.   
Future directions 
Future directions for users of this program and professional development series will be to assist 
other departments serving students with significant disabilities in implementing their own 
professional development series that is evidenced-based and theory.  It is integrating previous 
researchers’ work with the intent to build a program that streamlines content into a professional 
development series that can be realistically implemented with lasting change in educator 
behavior.  With successful implementation of this professional development program, it has the 
potential to add to the research literature and address the gaps in practice that educators have 
linking educational content to functional skills and having adequate professional development 













Occupation and natural contexts will be emphasized in professional development activities, as 
instruction and generalization of functional skills in natural contexts are best practice and 
evidenced-based (Bendixen & Kreider, 2011; Corkrean & Schwind, 2019; Frolek Clark & 
Hollenbeck, 2019; Hilton et al., 2013; Shepherd, 2019; Spooner et al., 2019; Test, Fowler, 
Richter, White, Mazzoti, Walker, Kohler, & Kortering, 2009).   
Job-embedded coaching, mentoring, and ongoing support are considered best practices for adult 
learning in order to transfer a new skill into practice and following adult learning theory; up to 
90% of learners are successful in transferring new skills into practice when a combination of 
theory, demonstration, practice, and corrective feedback is provided in professional development 
trainings and then followed by job-embedded coaching (California Statewide Task Force, 2015).   
The literature indicates behavioral change is not typically sustained without certain factors in 
place such as sufficient follow up, job-embedded coaching in natural environments, and elements 
of theoretical models that incorporate collaborative learning and feedback (California Statewide 
Task Force, 2015; Ledford et al., 2017; Martin et al., 2015; Wright & Prescott, 2018).   
Theoretical grounding 
Theoretical frameworks guide this program at both the intrapersonal and organizational level.   
Desired outcomes from integrating adult learning theory is to establish a motivating and 
collaborative learning environment during the professional development series, while the 
Transtheoretical Model will help structure and pace individual learning to better ensure lasting 
behavioral change for improved implementation of practices.   
Strengths 
While there is much literature that supports the need for professional development and teacher 
expertise in special education (Petersen, 2016; Ruppar et al., 2018; Sugita, 2016), there is little in 
the research that describes successful professional development content to guide other educators 
and practitioners.  The strength of this professional development series attempts to fill the gap in 
both practice and the literature.     
Limitations 
The wide variation in what defines functional skills has contributed to the lack of research 
supporting functional skills curriculum; a limitation of the program was the need to choose from 
literature that lacks streamlined and operationally defined research.  Another limitation includes  








recommends professional development, but research is lacking on successful programs that result 
in improved outcomes.  It is hoped that future research is able to fill these gaps in the literature.   
Conclusion 
“Teacher behavior change, much like student behavior change, often requires careful 
implementation planning” (Fixsen et al., 2010, as cited in Pennington, 2017, p. 148).  This 
professional development series is an example of careful planning based on theory and research 
for both students with significant disabilities as well as educational staff behavioral change.   
“Linking Functional Skills to Educational Goals for Students with Significant Disabilities: A 
Professional Development Series” was developed based on the evidence-based literature and best 
practices for students with significant disabilities.  This program serves to improve staff 
performance and increase positive student outcomes by integrating functional skills with 
academic content in school curricula.   
This manual provides a background for the evidence base and theoretical frameworks that would 
support a professional development series for educators and related service providers that work 
with students with significant disabilities in order to provide them with an education that intends 
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A Single-Subject Study to Determine Effectiveness of a Story-Based Instruction 
Intervention Paired with a Functional Skill  
Background 
Story-based instruction as an emerging literacy intervention as been used in 
research studies to determine if the intervention builds literacy skills and also contributes 
toward learning the sequence of performing a functional daily living skill such as 
washing hands (Cooper-Duffy & Hyer, 2014; Cooper-Duffy, Hyer, & Sisk, 2014; Hyer 
2012).  Cooper-Duffy et al. (2014) reported their study on the use of story-based 
instruction extended the work of other researchers such as Browder et al. (2008), but 
applied the literacy instruction in a way that had not yet been examined in the research by 
blending literacy instruction with life skills instruction using evidenced-based practices.  
Prompting is considered an evidenced-based approach for those with ASD as well as for 
those with moderate to severe disabilities (AFIRM, 2015; Alwell & Cobb, 2009).   
Case Scenario  
 The parents of a 5-year old boy diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) 
share their frustration of constant supervision during mealtimes when the meal requires 
eating with utensils.  Their son defaults to using his fingers to feed himself, resulting in 
messy hands and face.  In order to ensure he and his personal area remains somewhat 
clean, they have to either feed him or assist him with full prompts for each spoon or 
forkful.  They are grateful that he has a good appetite and does not present with food 
selectivity patterns like others with ASD.  Another set of parents of a 9-year old boy with 
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ASD report on their son’s self-limiting diet, but report that one food that he does enjoy is 
chili, which contains protein, beans, and some vegetables; however he prefers to eat with 
his hands and would like him to learn to eat with a spoon.  Finally, the parents of a 6-year 
old boy with ASD report that their son frequently attempts to eat with a spoon for sticky 
foods such as yogurt and liquids such as chicken alphabet soup but is unsuccessful as he 
overturns the bowl of the spoon, resulting in spills.  For all three sets of parents, they 
describe frustration at having to continuously monitor and/or assist their child to ensure 
consumption of the food and limit the amount of mess that results of resorting to using 
their fingers or spilling from their utensil.  At each child’s Individualized Educational 
Plan (IEP), a goal was made for increased independence during a mealtime routine eating 
with a spoon.  
Purpose of the Study and Research Question 
Although Sharp, Burrell, and Jaquess (2014) report up to 90% of children with 
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) demonstrate some measure of food selectivity and 
poor dietary diversity, and two of the three parents in the case scenario report similar 
food selectivity patterns in their children, all of the parents reported wanting their child to 
become more independent eating with a spoon to ease their burden of care during meals.  
The purpose of the study with students with significant disability is twofold.  The first is 
to determine whether the evidenced-based practice of least to most prompting will 
increase the independence of children eating with a spoon during a meal when a story-
based instruction is paired with the intervention.  The second is to determine whether 
students increase their accurate and independent literary responses to a story-based 
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instruction task analysis.  
This study’s primary hypothesis is that using a story-based instruction 
intervention will be successful when paired with a prompting strategy to increase the 
independence of eating with a utensil (spoon) in children with moderate to severe 
disabilities.  Additionally, a secondary hypothesis is that students will demonstrate an 
increase in the number of their emergent literacy responses to story instruction.  The 
research question the study will address is “Does the implementation of a story-based 
instruction intervention paired with a prompting system from least to most increase the 
independence of eating with a spoon in children with moderate to severe ASD?” 
Description of Participants, Setting, and Materials 
 Inclusion criteria for study participants include elementary-aged students with 
ASD attending a regional public school special education program for students with 
moderate to severe disabilities.  Study participants will be included who are reported to 
require maximal support feeding themselves with a spoon yet have at least one highly 
preferred food that can be eaten with a spoon that is of a sticky or lumpy texture, such as 
oatmeal, yogurt, or chili.  The setting will include special day class (SDC) classrooms 
during a 20-minute snack or lunchtime in a small class setting of ten students or fewer in 
the immediate environment, who are also consuming snack or lunch at the same time.  
Student profiles include a range of behaviors to include verbal communication abilities 
from non-verbal to verbal but with significant pragmatic social difficulties, stereotypies 
that impact function, self-injurious or aggressive behavior, intellectual disabilities and 
other comorbid disabilities.  The educational program is highly structured with the 
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evidenced based practice supports that are known to positively impact learning for those 
with ASD.   
Cooper-Duffy et al. (2014) utilized published children’s books about hand 
washing that were at a first and second grade reading level with adaptations for 
repetition.  There are published children’s books about other daily living skills such as 
brushing teeth, making healthy food choices, and using the toilet that could be utilized 
and adapted similarly.  Online options may include literacy applications such as 
getepic.com, as they offer a range of published books in electronic format.  However, an 
internet search for published children’s stories/books about eating with utensils did not 
result in books specific to using utensils and instead resulted in different social stories 
about the social skills surrounding social skills during mealtimes (i.e. eating at a 
restaurant), or resulted in stories about making healthy eating choices.  As there are few if 
any published books about the use of using utensils to eat, it is likely that for certain skills 
social stories, following the work of Carol Gray would be utilized.  Carol Gray’s social 
stories have prescriptive elements for design and as a form of social narratives and are an 
evidenced-based intervention for individuals to learn appropriate behavioral expectations 
(AFIRM, 2015).  For those skills that do not have known published children’s books, 
formatting a social narrative in the likeness of a published book may meet the same 
requirements found in the task analysis, such as having a title and author indicated in the 
story.  Other opportunities may be to utilize educator websites such as 
TeachersPayTeachers.com, whereby educators create student materials to share or sell, 
including materials specific to special education.  Any appropriate social stories found 
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here would have to be vetted for fidelity to what constitutes social narratives, but would 
have the benefit of some measure of standardization.  Cooper-Duffy et al.’s (2014) 
research utilized three different stories to demonstrate generalization of skills across 
novel and introduced stories on a similar subject.  This could be replicated using social 
narratives to include using a utensil instead of hands; using a utensil at school; and using 
a utensil at home or at a restaurant. 
Description of the Dependent Variable 
 Defaulting to eating with fingers rather than persisting with an eating utensil 
could be considered a problem behavior as it disruptive to a family mealtime routine and 
negatively impacts opportunities for social integration in community settings.  It also 
could be due to lack of ability, which then contributes to the problem behavior.  One of 
the dependent variables will be the percentage of persistence of using a spoon to consume 
eight ounces of a sticky or lumpy food within a 20-minute snack or mealtime period, as 
this will be operationally defining the level of independence of consuming a food using a 
spoon during a mealtime routine.  The other dependent variable will be the percentage of 
correct responses to a story-based task analysis by students with significant disabilities 
when a story is read to them prior to the mealtime routine.   
How change in the dependent variable will be measured.  Direct observation 
and recording will measure the number of opportunities each participant has to consume 
eight ounces of a preferred food using a spoon.  Data collection will occur each day of 
baseline, intervention, and post-intervention phases; as using a utensil would also be an 
IEP goal, data collection would be occurring anyway and would not be a significant 
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burden to therapist or classroom staff.  The occupational therapist, or a classroom staff 
such as an instructional aide, who has been trained to deliver the intervention and record 
data, would complete data collection.  
Administration of standardized assessments such as the Assessment of Motor and 
Process Skills (AMPS), which is an occupational therapy specific ADL assessment tool, 
will provide standardized information based on direct observation.  The AMPS task 
“eating a snack with a utensil” will be used at baseline and then at the end of the 
intervention phase.  The Essential For Living (EFL) is a criterion-referenced assessment 
and curriculum tool developed out of the behavior analysis field; it covers daily living 
skills as part of its program.  Feeds self with a teaspoon or an adapted teaspoon is skill 
DLS-EDF20 (daily living skills-eating, drinking, feeding) and can be used alongside the 
AMPS at baseline and then again at the end of the intervention phase.  Administration of 
the AMPS and EFL would be completed by the occupational therapist.  Collaboration 
may occur with the SDC teacher, behavior analyst, and other professionals.  
The second dependent variable will be measured using the format described by 
Cooper-Duffy et al. (2014), who adapted Browder et al.’s (2008) task analysis for 
literature instruction.  The format includes an 11-step task analysis for elementary 
students consisting of eliciting student responses for interaction with materials, indicate 
knowledge of vocabulary words, text and picture components, as well as book 
components, and answers three comprehension questions (Cooper-Duffy et al., 2014).  
Data for this task analysis will occur tandem to data collection for the goal of feeding self 
with a utensil; the same person will provide both the story-based and feeding 
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interventions as feeding will follow the story-based intervention.   
Description of the Independent Variable and Underlying Theory 
 The specific intervention will be the use of a story-based intervention paired with 
the evidenced-based prompting strategy from least to most prompts as utilized in Cooper-
Duffy et al. (2014).  As the parents report they either feed their child or have to 
maximally assist them using a spoon, a prompt fading strategy from most invasive to 
least invasive would otherwise be used for this study; however to maintain fidelity to the 
research design of Cooper-Duffy et al. (2014), a system of least to most prompting will 
be used.  Visual cues may include pictures of the task, and natural cues are within the 
context of the activity, such as others eating around the learner.  Direct verbal prompts 
tell the learner what to do with explicit instructions (i.e., “use your spoon”), while 
indirect prompts may be a throat clearing, or asking an indirect question or making an 
indirect statement (i.e., “what’s next?”).  Gestural prompts include the use of pointing, 
nodding, or other actions that cue the correct response.  Modeling provides a visual 
model of the required task.  Partial physical prompting includes the individual completing 
at least some part of the task, while full physical prompting includes maximal assistance 
for the duration of the task and is the most intrusive.  
 Training of interventionists.  Occupational therapy practitioners have training 
with intervention designs such as prompting strategies as well as means of accurate data 
collection.  Instructional assistants who work in SDC classrooms may or may not have 
specialized training over generalized training in goal instruction.  Registered Behavior 
Technicians (RBT) are trained individuals who work under the supervision of a board 
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certified behavior analysts (BCBA) or a board certified assistant behavior analyst 
(BCaBA) and are trained in behavior analysis intervention and documentation (BACB, 
2019).  These professionals would be competent to also administer the intervention as 
they understand the principles of prompting hierarchies and data collection.  Instructional 
assistants are much more available in a SDC classroom setting on a consistent and daily 
basis.  Occupational therapy practitioners and instructional assistants that have current 
RBT certification in a SDC class specific to autism support would be professionals 
participating in the study.   
Inter-rater reliability will be established between the occupational therapy 
practitioner and the RBT-certified instructional aide/s in the classroom so any theoretical 
differences in their respective professions would be accounted for when implementing 
the intervention and documenting the data.  Cooper-Duffy et al. (2014) also established 
inter-rater reliability in two hour-long sessions that instructed instructional participants to 
collect data on the story-based task analysis as well as the functional skill of hand 
washing.  Procedural fidelity will measure inter-rater reliability by analyzing mean 
percentages of administration of each step of the story-based task analysis as well as 
determining the percentage of accurate prompting during the utensil use intervention.  
Inter-rater reliability will be established between the occupational therapy practitioner 
and the participating paraprofessionals and training will ensure that different 
professionals will provide intervention with an assured level of agreement.  
Study Design  
The study design will be a non-concurrent multiple baseline design.  A non-
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concurrent multiple baseline design is often used in an educational setting and other 
applied research settings (Harvey, May, & Kennedy, 2004; Watson & Workman, 1981).  
This makes the design applicable and realistic for special education programs.  A non-
concurrent design may be implemented for different students at the time of their IEPs, 
which occur throughout the year and would otherwise make a concurrent design approach 
difficult. 
 The non-concurrent baselines will vary between one week, two weeks, and three 
weeks of baseline data.  Watson and Workman (1981) described randomly assigning each 
participant to a pre-determined baseline length upon subject availability, which would be 
determined four weeks prior to a student’s IEP so permission to enter the study and then 
random assignment be done within the three-, two-, and one-week baseline time frames.  
The intervention conditions will include implementing the story prior to functional skill 
routine and continue to use the same story until the student participant demonstrates 80% 
mastery with the story-based task analysis, and then continue to the next story until the 
same conditions are met.  Figures B.1.1, B.1.2, and B.1.3 below provide an example of 
the data charts that would reflect the hypothesized change given the proposed 
interventions.  To follow the intervention model as Cooper-Duffy et al. and to reflect the 
different learning responses by each participant, it should be noted that the figures below 
are only a visual representation to guide the reader; intervention phases will vary based 
on the timeline for each participant to meet the 80% mastery criteria for the story-based 
intervention.  Percentage of correct responses will be monitored for the task analysis of 




Figure B.1.1. Sample Duration of Intervention for Participant One 
 
 























Experimental Controls to Establish Internal Validity 
 Maturation can be controlled for in a non-concurrent baseline design as it has the 
staggered baseline phase lengths that will be randomly assigned.  If changes occurred 
within the baseline phases without the intervention yet having begun, maturation could 
account for the dependent variable being targeted, in this case learning to eat a food using 
their spoon consistently.  Other external events such as history effects are less likely to 
influence the dependent variable using a non-concurrent baseline design (Crosetto Dietz, 
2017; Harvey et al., 2004; Watson & Workman, 1981).  
Plan for Data Analysis 
 The data will be collected and graphed during the baseline phase and inspected 
for stability.  Baseline data in non-concurrent multiple baseline designs is predetermined 
and randomly assigned to participants and usually is continued until a stable pattern 
emerges (Crosetto Deitz, 2017).  If baseline data have at least 8 daily data points or 
observations and appears to have a trend, the trend will be confirmed with C and Z 
statistics.  This would likely only be for the second and third participants as their baseline 
phases will be either two or three weeks of daily data collection and would meet the C 
and Z statistics criteria.  Significant change (P = 0.05) would be demonstrated with a 
celeration line or comparison of trends.  A trend would potentially indicate threats to 
internal validity such as maturation or diffusion of treatment, or the unintended 
implementation of the treatment during the baseline phase.  However, even if there is a 
trend, then a celeration line would help determine if the trend continues in a particular 
direction once the intervention is applied.   
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If a trend in baseline is not observed, then a two standard deviation test or 
binomial test would demonstrate significant change between the baseline and intervention 
phases at P = 0.05.  A two standard deviation test is considered significant if at least two 
consecutive data points are above the baseline two standard deviation line.  Alternately, a 
binomial test would demonstrate significance if there are enough data points above the 
baseline median line; a minimum of five data points per phase is required when utilizing 
a binomial test.  For the purposes of the number of proposed study participants, a 
binomial test would be appropriate for any part of the intervention phase as observation 
and data collection would be taken daily.  Based on the previously discussed research 
design criteria of students achieving at least 80% mastery on the literacy component of 
the story-based task analysis, a binomial test would be the preferred analysis of the data 
based upon the intervention criteria.   
To analyze the data across participants, the mean percentages of correct responses 
with the story-based task analysis will be calculated as well as the mean percentage of 
persistent use of utensil use during the intervention phase.  This will indicate the 
frequency with which each participant demonstrated accurate responses.  If a standard 
deviation test is done, the baseline mean would be calculated for each participant and 
then intervention points graphed; if there are two consecutive data points above the two 
standard deviation line, then the data is considered significant.  A “yes” or “no” for each 
participant will compare the results of the intervention across participants.  As discussed 
earlier, the binomial test will best determine the significance of the data and change in 
trend or level given the research criteria of achieving 80% mastery criteria.  A binomial 
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test will determine whether there was a significant change above the baseline median 
value for each participant.  A “yes” or “no” for each participant will compare the results 
of the intervention across participants.  To attempt to compare the length of intervention 
phases for participants to determine rate of change over time, a change in the magnitude 
of trend of the intervention phases may be calculated and then compared across subjects.   
Limitations 
Practical issues may disrupt the intervention for the chosen setting; given that two 
of the three participants are reported to have food selectivity issues, there is always the 
chance their highly preferred food may be interrupted at some point during the 
intervention phases.  Staff absenteeism may affect the intervention; use of another staff 
who is also RBT certified but has not gone through the inter-rater reliability process may 
affect the outcome.  Staff may not yet have the RBT training yet be the most accessible to 
deliver the intervention during that mealtime routine.  The additional component of 
utilizing academic content may or may not positively affect outcomes; however, Cooper-
Duffy et al. (2014) reported the three participants in their study demonstrates significant 
increases in independent responding in both the story-based task analysis along with 
improved independence in the functional daily living skill task of washing hands.  
Additionally but not finally, the time at which the intervention takes place could impact 
the outcome of the study; although highly preferred foods are utilized and not more than 
three hours differ between the snack and lunch hour, there could be internal states that 





This study is limited to a specific setting; in this case it is limited to a school-
based SDC classroom setting and future studies will provide further information about 
generalization of skills and also be utilized to expand upon skills within a similar 
repertoire of a mealtime routine.  Caregiver burden will not be an additional dependent 
variable as the school environment is not a natural environment for parental caregivers.  
A multiple subject design across settings to include the home environment will be better 
suited to measuring caregiver burden during a mealtime routine as it would include the 
shared home environment.  This study will begin as a multiple design across subjects; 
future studies could use the multiple baseline design across settings.  This same design 
could be utilized for the purposes of expanding food textures or expand self-restrictions 
of food types and for different interventions focused on mealtime routines for children as 
suggested by Lane et al. (2017).  The changing criterion design is another potential study 
design, as it is applicable when slow or stepwise behavior change can be expected (Lane, 
Ledford, & Gast, 2017).  It fits a pediatric population with multiple disabilities, or who 
are more significantly impacted by their disability.  If the potential exists for 
randomization in future studies, it would make the level of evidence of higher quality; 
furthermore, following the authors’ quality questions guidelines would determine 
whether the proposed study is of strong, moderate, or weak quality (Logan et al., 2008).   
Conclusion  
Single subject designs are practical to determine whether there is a causal 
relationship between the intervention and the target behavior in a clinical setting (Logan, 
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Hickman, Harris, & Heriza, 2008).  This nonconcurrent multiple baseline study will help 
determine whether students with significant disabilities improve in both functional and 
literacy skills when story-based interventions are paired with life skills instruction.  The 
intent of this study design is to add to the research literature, and specifically to Hyer and 
colleagues’ work, that examines combined instruction of emerging literacy skills and a 
functional life skill (Cooper-Duffy & Hyer, 2014; Cooper-Duffy et al., 2014; Hyer, 
2012).  Additionally, the intent of this study design and project is to demonstrate that the 
intervention is effective when trained educators implement literacy skills instruction 
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Linking Functional Skills to Educational Goals for Students with Significant 
Disabilities:  A Professional Development Series   
Introduction 
Special education spending in California reached $13 billion dollars in 2017–2018 
to serve approximately 800,000 students (Freedberg, 2019).  According to the 2019 
Legislative Analyst’s Office report on special education in California, the majority of 
students served have mild disabilities; however, the number of students with severe 
disabilities doubled over the past two decades and autism diagnoses increased twelvefold 
from 1997–1998 to 2017–2018 (Freedberg, 2019).  The increase in autism diagnoses as 
well as the increase in students with severe disabilities requires educational staff to be 
prepared to provide public education services that lead to the best post-school outcomes.  
Unfortunately, the evidence-based literature continues to cite poor post-school outcomes 
for students with disabilities (Acharya, Meza, & Msall, 2017; Southward & Kyzar, 2017; 
Walsh, Holloway, McCoy, & Lydon, 2017).  Students who are significantly impaired by 
their disability need educational programs that prepare them to be their most independent 
selves throughout their educational careers and beyond into their post-school lives.  
Ensuring the best post-school outcomes for students with the most significant disabilities 
requires instruction that incorporates general education standards with functional skills 
that can be successfully generalized or learned in natural contexts.   
Project Overview 
“Linking Functional Skills to Educational Goals for Students with Significant 
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Disabilities: A Professional Development Series” is a multi-disciplinary professional 
development and mentorship series that helps special educators link educational 
standards to functional life skills to support improved post-school outcomes using the 
available evidence and best practices.  Content of the program will help educational staff 
integrate functional life skills into academic curriculum thereby supporting functional as 
well as academic outcomes.  Such an occupation- and performance-based curriculum 
serves to develop young adults whose education truly results in participating and active 
members of their community, with established and continuously emerging identities and 
roles.  Researchers are advocating for those working in special education to incorporate 
more opportunities for students to generalize skills to natural contexts to better facilitate 
their functional performance in their communities with greater independence (Corkrean 
& Schwind, 2019; LaRue, Manente, Dashow, & Slowman, 2016; Spooner, Root, 
Saunders, & Browder, 2019).  Other researchers are now linking educational goals such 
as literacy skills to instruct functional skill development for students with significant 
disabilities who are younger than transitional age (Cooper-Duffy & Hyer, 2014; Cooper-
Duffy, Hyer, & Sisk, 2014).  The professional development series intends to contribute to 
the evidence-based research literature by operationally defining and streamlining 
functional skills in the context of academic curriculum, linking academic content and 
functional skill development, and demonstrating effectiveness of a professional 
development program.   
The California Statewide Special Education Task Force (2015) reported sporadic 
workshop trainings with little to no follow-up results in poor long-term changes in 
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employees’ behavior and ability to implement new practices.  The task force identified 
job-embedded coaching, mentoring, and ongoing support as being the best practices for 
adult learning in order to transfer a new skill into practice (California Statewide Special 
Education Task Force, 2015).  Citing adult learning theory, the California Statewide 
Special Education Task Force reported that up to 90% of learners are successful in 
transferring new skills into practice when a combination of theory, demonstration, 
practice, and corrective feedback is provided in professional development trainings and 
then followed by job-embedded coaching (2015).  This proposed professional 
development series integrates theory for student learning using a social-ecological 
context and evidenced-based instructional methodologies for students with significant 
disabilities.  This program also incorporates organizational change theoretical models as 
well as adult learning theory, and addresses the recommended components 
demonstrations, modeling, and of job-embedded instruction and feedback to support adult 
learning and facilitate organizational change toward a cohesive goal.   
“Linking Functional Skills to Educational Goals for Students with Significant 
Disabilities: A Professional Development Series” will utilize Alwell and Cobb’s (2009) 
five domains of life skills to organize the program’s module goals and curriculum.  The 
program will also facilitate these changes in a sustainable manner to support lasting 
organizational change by utilizing adult learning theory and organizational change 
models (California Statewide Special Education Task Force, 2015; Craig, Dieppe, 
Macintyre, Michie, Nazareth, & Pettiecrew, 2019; Gainforth, West, & Michie, 2015; 
Moller, Merchant, Conroy, West, Hekler, Kugler, & Michie, 2017; Stephenson & Carter, 
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2015).  Organizational change models support departmental cohesion and progression by 
defining expected outcomes and behaviors of educational staff to demonstrate in order to 
effect change (California Statewide Special Education Task Force, 2015; Craig, et al., 
2019; Gainforth et al., 2015; Moller et al., 2017).  The structure of the program serves to 
improve staff performance by providing staff development that provides sustained and 
integrated learning rather than providing staff development opportunities with no follow 
up.  While there is much literature that supports the need for professional development 
and teacher expertise in special education (Petersen, 2016; Ruppar, Roberts, & Olson, 
2018; Sugita, 2016), there is little in the research that describes successful professional 
development content for others to follow.  This professional development series attempts 
to fill the gap in both practice and the literature.   
Key Findings 
A program evaluation of the professional development series will examine its 
effectiveness for advancing special educational staff knowledge and practice.  
Specifically, it will examine both student programming as well as change in staff 
intervention behavior via a repeated measures design with pre-tests and post-tests.  A 
one-group repeated measures design will synthesize student program information; staff 
surveys will parallel the record review to demonstrate the program intervention’s focus 
on fidelity to intervention and student outcomes.  Staff surveys will have a summative 
program evaluation focus by determining the frequency with which special education 
staff utilize strategies learned from staff development opportunities into their classroom 
curriculum.  For the purposes of formative program evaluation, the staff surveys will also 
 	
163 
gather qualitative data using a grounded-theory approach to determine how relevant the 
professional development opportunities are to educational staff and their student 
population to produce improved student outcomes.  Positive results of the program 
evaluation will demonstrate that special educational staff are increasing their knowledge 
about integrating academic curriculum and functional life skills and are incorporating 
information from the professional development program into their daily practice for 
sustained changes.   Long-term outcomes include providing learning opportunities for 
students with significant disabilities that will support and improve their post-school lives.  
As the program results are disseminated locally, the results will support continued 
funding efforts that further the program within the department as well as support 
continued dissemination opportunities to regional and national professional organizations 
as well as other regional educational agencies beyond the local department so more 
students with significant disabilities can benefit from improved post-school outcomes. 
Recommendations 
“Linking Functional Skills to Educational Goals for Students with Significant 
Disabilities: A Professional Development Series” was developed based on the evidence-
based literature and best practices for students with significant disabilities and it is 
recommended to implement this program to improve staff performance and increase 
positive student outcomes by integrating functional skills with academic content in 
school curricula.  Researchers are now advocating for integrating functional skills 
curriculum, which support improved post-school outcomes, with academic content 
standards that align with the national legislation and reinforce higher learning standards 
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for students with disabilities (Bouck, 2010; Bouck & Joshi, 2015; Browder, Flowers, 
Ahlgrim-Delzell, Karvonen, Spooner, & Algozzine, 2004; Hoover, 2016; Southward & 
Kyzar, 2017; Spooner et al., 2019).  The evidence-based literature also recommends 
special education professionals engage in evidenced-based professional development 
training to learn how to create student educational programs that support post-school 
outcomes and educational standards aligned with national legislation (Desimone, 2009; 
Petersen, 2016; Ruppar et al., 2018; Sugita, 2016).  It is recommended the proposed 
program series attempt to address a variety of content standards as well as different 
domains throughout the year and build upon them each consecutive year rather than 
address a different content standard and different domain each year; research has shown 
that attrition and other factors that contribute to staff turnover decrease the success rate of 
programs that build with a different topic each year (Courtade, Shipman, & Williams, 
2017).  
General Conclusions 
“Teacher behavior change, much like student behavior change, often requires 
careful implementation planning” (Fixsen et al., 2010, as cited in Pennington, 2017, p. 
148).  This professional development series is an example of careful planning based on 
theory and research for both students with significant disabilities as well as educational 
staff behavioral change.  There continues to be a disconnect between the curriculum and 
functional outcomes; the ideal is to link educational goals to functional life skills that can 
be generalized in a natural environment (LaRue et al., 2016; Lowrey, Drasgow, 
Renzaglia, & Chezan, 2007).  “Linking Functional Skills to Educational Goals for 
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Students with Significant Disabilities: A Professional Development Series” will serve to 
follow through with some of the recommendations set forth by the California Statewide 
Special Education Task Force (2015), as well as other researchers who advocate for 
improved staff development opportunities in the field of special education.  Few of the 
recommended reforms from the California Statewide Special Education Task Force were 
implemented; however, this program aligns will with the evidence how to train teachers, 
how to integrate functional skills and academic content in school curricula, and 
ultimately facilitate opportunities for improved post-school outcomes for students with 
significant disabilities in California.  It is hoped the structure of this program will set the 
path for future research by adding to the field of special education and students with 
significant disabilities, and in policy advocacy by opening the conversation that 
performance-based assessments and curriculum can integrate functional performance and 
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Description of the Program 
 
“Linking Functional Skills to Educational Goals for Students with Significant 
Disabilities:  A Professional Development Series” is a collaborative and 
multidisciplinary ongoing professional development program that was developed 
to fill the gap in professional development training in special education to improve 
post-school outcomes for students with significant disabilities.   
________________________________________________________________ 
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• LaRue, Manente, Dashow, and Sloman 
(2016) argue “ideally, each educational goal 
should be linked to a terminal skill that will 
be useful to the individual in the natural 
setting” (p. 229).   
• In both research and in practice, academic 
instruction is not being generalized to 
functional life skills in real life contexts for 
students with significant disabilities 
(Spooner, Root, Saunders, & Browder, 
2019).  
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• Special education spending in California reached 
$13 billion in 2017-2018; the number of students 
with severe disabilities doubled over the past 
decade and the autism diagnoses increased 
twelvefold from 1997-1998 to 2017-2018 
(Freedberg, 2019).  
• A national survey reported only 15% of individuals 
with ID/DD were employed, with 57% of the 15% 
earning minimum wage (Southward and Kyzar, 
2017). 




• The evidence-based literature continues to cite poor post-school 
outcomes for students with disabilities (Southward & Kyzar, 2017). 
Ensuring the best post-school outcomes requires instruction that 
incorporates general education standards with functional skills that can be 
successfully generalized or learned in natural contexts. 
 
Theoretical Frameworks and Evidence Base 
 
• The professional development series integrates theory for student learning 
using a social-ecological context and evidenced-based instructional 
methodologies for students with significant disabilities. 
• Organizational change models and adult learning theory support 
departmental cohesion and progression by defining expected outcomes 
and behaviors of educational staff to demonstrate in order to effect lasting 
behavioral change in a sustainable manner (California Statewide Special 
Education Task Force, 2015; Moller, Merchant, Conroy, West, Hekler, 
Kugler, & Michie, 2017; Stephenson & Carter, 2015). 
 
Significance for the Provision of Occupational Therapy Services 
 
• Educational programs struggle to link functional 
skills and national standards to occupational 
performance in students with moderate to 
severe disabilities. 
• Focusing on occupation in school-based 
practice aligns with AOTA’s Vision 2025 as 
occupational therapy practitioners strive toward 
increasing participation across environments. 
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